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 In presenting a mythical establishment of British and English nationhood that is one of 
the most popular traditions of the medieval period, the legends of King Arthur are particularly 
suited to a study of the role of the supernatural in the establishment and maintenance of 
sovereignty in medieval romance. My dissertation, “Gendered Magic and Arthurian 
Sovereignty,” argues that the supernatural figures within the Arthurian tradition interact with the 
sovereign in a way which is determined by and mediated through issues of gender. My project 
surveys the largely unexplored overlap between these the study of the ties between the monstrous 
and national identity in medieval literature and the study of women in Arthuriana. In the insular 
Arthurian tradition, women take on two conflicting roles, safeguarding a dynastic succession, as 
the sovereign does, even as they threaten that very succession through outsized desire, as the 
tradition’s monsters do.  
 My project articulates how Giorgio Agamben’s concepts of homo sacer and the sovereign 
exception are particularly suited to the gendered context of a nation-building and nation-defining 
medieval literature. According to Agamben, the sovereign’s power exists in his ability to place 
the figure he calls homo sacer in a state of exception from the law, in which he may be legally 
killed in order to confirm the sovereign’s rule. “Gendered Magic” shows how the exchange of 
women in Arthurian legend creates an essentially female homo sacer without whom the 
sovereign cannot exist. Each chapter of my dissertation thus examines the relationship between 
women, sovereignty, and the supernatural in a different literary genre and context, showing how 
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 The legends of King Arthur have not only survived, but remained popular throughout the 
centuries in part because they present an image of an ideal sovereignty, although the nature of 
that ideal shifts and changes between time periods and genres. That very adaptability is in fact 
the key to its ongoing appeal: Arthurian Britain both reflects and reshapes its audiences’ ideas of 
what sovereignty and nationhood should be. Throughout the medieval period, from Geoffrey of 
Monmouth’s twelfth-century introduction of Arthur’s full biography to Thomas Malory’s 
fifteenth-century amalgamation of all his favorite parts of what had become a fully fleshed-out 
legendary world, that sovereign ideal encompasses both the foundational, military strength of the 
chronicle king and the courtly, interpersonal relationships of the romance lord. Regardless of 
genre or century, though, King Arthur’s sovereignty is intimately wrapped up with the women 
and the supernatural figures with whom he associates. In this dissertation, I will contend that the 
women and the supernatural figures in the Arthurian legend are connected in that they play the 
same role in both legitimating and threatening the sovereign’s rule, and that the supernatural 
figures within the Arthurian tradition interact with the sovereign in a way that is determined by 
and mediated through issues of gender. 
 In approximately the past twenty years, scholarship on both women and the supernatural 
in Arthurian literature has been on the rise. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen has explored the ties between 
the monstrous and national identity in medieval literature, establishing monsters and giants as 
threats to both human civilization and to the individual’s sense of humanity in that they expand 
and distort human physicality and emotion; at the same time, though, “closer examination 
reveals that the monster is also ... a foundational figure,” the originary figure who must be driven 





 Cohen also acknowledges that the monster shares with the women of medieval 
literature an emphasis on the body as both the site of a perceived “sensuous physicality, ”so that 
both women and monsters are alienated through bodies, which are seen as Other due to their 
supposed excesses of size and/or sexuality. He does not dwell on this connection, however, and 
also does not discuss the relationship between women and the sovereign. At the same time, the 
study of women in Arthuriana has become a topic of increasing interest, with volumes such as 
Arthurian Women and On Arthurian Women: Essays in Memory of Maureen Fries dedicated 
specifically to the various women who intersect with Arthur’s narrative.
2
 Fiona Tolhurst in 
particular has examined the roles female Arthurian characters play in relation to the male-
dominated society they inhabit and to the sovereign himself in her two monographs on the 
women in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s works who, Tolhurst argues, are increasingly deprived of 
subjectivity in their marriages and motherhoods as the tradition is transmitted and retransmitted 
over time.
3
 Additionally, Laura D. Barefield’s Gender and History in Medieval English Romance 
and Chronicle draws on works such as Gayle Rubin’s “The Traffic in Women,” Patricia Claire 
Ingham’s Sovereign Fantasies, and the volume Women and Sovereignty edited by Louise Olga 
Fradenburg to likewise argue that women’s roles in the Arthurian (and other medieval literary) 
dynastic successions are subsumed into the patriarchal genealogical system, ultimately depriving 
these characters of agency.
4
 They are important in that they are mothers, but that is all. My 
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project surveys the largely unexplored overlap between these two areas of study. In the insular 
Arthurian tradition, women take on two conflicting roles, safeguarding a dynastic succession, as 
the sovereign does, even as they threaten that very succession through outsized desire, as the 
tradition’s monsters do. 
 Physical monstrosity, however, does not cover all that the supernatural entails in 
Arthuriana. Barefield and Ingham each point out briefly that the supernatural serves to legitimate 
troubled dynastic succession in the form of prophecy.
5
 In fact, it seems clear that the supernatural 
in Arthurian literature takes on two forms: the physically supernatural, or the monstrous; and the 
intellectually supernatural—the prophets, the enchanters, those who possess knowledge and 
skills above and beyond the natural. These figures often serve to lend the support of a higher 
power to the sovereign’s legitimacy: when Arthur’s parentage is in doubt, he draws the sword 
from the stone, for example. The physically and intellectually supernatural are not often 
discussed in tandem, as two aspects of the same phenomenon. This is probably because, in 
theory, the intellectually supernatural would not pose the same inherent threat as the physically 
monstrous, since they are not embodied Others demonstrating excess—yet they do demonstrate a 
type of excessive knowledge that often becomes dangerous if the enchanter turns, for example, to 
necromancy, as figures like Morgan le Fay do.  
 Then, too, the most prominent examples of the intellectually supernatural in Arthuriana 
also have ties to physical excess. Merlin has monstrous, demonic parentage, making him the 
brother of giants. Aside from Merlin, the most famous enchanters of the Arthurian legend are the 
enchantresses, including the Lady of the Lake, Nyneve, and Morgan le Fay. These enchantresses 
are the subject of books by scholars such as Carolyne Larrington and Jill Hebert, as well as 
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numerous articles exploring the unique weapon the supernatural proves to be for women in a 
chivalric society.
6
 They, too, are inextricably bound to ideas of physical excess. Morgan le Fay 
in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the Loathly Ladies of the Wife of Bath’s Tale and the 
Gawain-wedding romances are associated with shapeshifting powers, but they are also physically 
grotesque, the literal image of deformed humanity, or combined humanity and animality, that 
defines the monstrous. They are also feared by the court to be sexually promiscuous, and that is 
the implicit threat to sovereign dynastic succession that no woman in the tradition can entirely 
escape. The Loathly Ladies are feared for their sexual excess partly because they are monstrous, 
but also simply because they are women. Queen Guinevere is the ultimate example of the threat 
of female promiscuity in the Arthur legends, but it is the supernatural women who are 
disproportionately depicted as possessing outsized desire. Morgan le Fay, even without the 
grotesque appearance she possesses in Sir Gawain, takes multiple lovers, sometimes by force in 
Le Morte D’Arthur. Lanval’s fairy lady displays and offers her body freely. Even the goddess 
Diana makes an appearance, only to be revealed as a fraud who has had an affair with the Devil. 
They cannot escape this association with excessive sexual desire, not because they are physically 
monstrous, but because they are physically women, and their bodies are likewise seem as 
potential threats to sovereignty.  
 Merlin is able to, for the most part, overcome his association with physical monstrosity, 
so that his contribution to the establishment, legitimation, and continuation of Arthur’s 
sovereignty is freely acknowledged and even encouraged by the king and court. His intellectually 
supernatural abilities of prophecy and magic make him extremely valuable to the sovereign; in 
fact, Merlin orchestrates the rise and fall of multiple kings in different iterations of the Arthurian 
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legend. Throughout this project I return to the figure of Merlin as a point of comparison for the 
supernatural women, particularly the intellectually supernatural women, I study in depth. The 
enchantresses are rarely able to accomplish the same feat, overcoming the stigma of their 
physical bodies with their supernatural abilities, even when their abilities match or reflect 
Merlin’s.  
 In order to examine why the women of the Arthurian tradition, even with supernatural 
aid, are limited by their female bodies while Merlin is not so limited by his demonic blood, I turn 
to the political theology articulated in Georgio Agamben’s Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and 
Bare Life. My project articulates how Agamben’s concepts of homo sacer and the sovereign 
exception are particularly suited to the gendered context of a nation-building and nation-defining 
medieval literature. According to Agamben, the sovereign’s power exists in his ability to place 
the figure he calls homo sacer in a state of exception from the law, in which he may be legally 
killed in order to confirm the sovereign’s rule. Agamben builds on Foucault’s concept of 
biopolitics, which bases modern sovereign power in the act of incorporating zoe, or bare life, into 
the polis, traditionally the realm of bios, or political life. Agamben differs from Foucault, though, 
in maintaining that sovereignty has never been separate from biopower, and to demonstrate this 
he introduces the figure of homo sacer, or sacred man, named for a person under ancient Roman 
law “who may be killed and yet not sacrificed [italics in source],” whose “human life is included 
in the juridical order [ordinamento] solely in the form of its exclusion (that is, of its capacity to 
be killed).”
7
 Homo sacer, in other words, is placed into a state of exception from the law by the 
sovereign—he may be killed (literally or metaphorically, by being deprived of political life) 
without legal repercussion, but he cannot be sanctified by the act of sacrifice. Sacrifice implies 
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that there is a space within the law, at least religious law, for the killing to take place; homo 
sacer may be killed insofar as he is outside the law, with its protection removed from him. 
Furthermore, as an outcast, subject to taboo and perceived to be dangerous to civilization, homo 
sacer is deemed ineligible for sacrifice. He is banned from the juridical order and abandoned by 
the law: “He who has been banned is not, in fact, simply set outside the law and made indifferent 
to it but rather abandoned by it, that is, exposed and threatened on the threshold in which life and 
law, outside and inside, become indistinguishable.”
8
 The sovereign, on the other hand, is in a 
state of exception from the law in being able to determine the law, and to determine its removal 
in the ban or abandonment of homo sacer.  
  The role of homo sacer marks at once the separation of wilderness from civilization and 
the zone of indistinction between them. In the Arthurian tradition, this is most obviously the 
realm of monsters and giants. Agamben calls “the inclusion of bare life in the political realm ... 
the original ... nucleus of sovereign power” (6). The sovereign’s removal of this taboo or banned 
figure from civilization serves to establish an “outside” and an “inside,” a “space in which the 
juridico-political order can have validity” (11). Homo sacer provides a model of what citizens 
are not, thus creating a sense of unified identity. The removal of the wilderness is necessary for 
civilization to form and define itself, and the exile of homo sacer allows this to happen. At the 
same time, though, homo sacer must remain in some form within the civilization in order to 
preserve the sense of civilized identity its exile creates, so that the rule may “maintain ... itself in 
relation to the exception” (18). The rule needs the exception in order to define itself. Agamben 
argues that the state of exception “at once ... exclud[es] bare life from and catur[es] it within the 
political order ... the hidden foundation on which the entire political system rested” (9). In the 
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works I examine in this project, homo sacer remains at the heart of civilization primarily through 
two means: through commemoration and through the person of the sovereign himself.  
 The sovereign and homo sacer occupy opposite extremes of inclusive exclusion from the 
law. The sovereign must stand outside the law in order to appoint and kill homo sacer, in order to 
make the law, just as homo sacer is outside the law when the law’s protection is removed from 
him. Just as the sovereign’s death is less than murder, the sovereign’s death is more than murder, 
and neither can be subjected to legal trial as a citizen would be (102-103). Both are essential to 
the foundation of the juridical order/civilization, the point at which the sovereign kills or 
excludes homo sacer. Most of all, in embracing the violence of appointing and killing homo 
sacer, the sovereign comes to internalize homo sacer’s “wild” qualities. Agamben describes “the 
body of the sovereign and the body of homo sacer enter[ing] into a zone of indistinction in which 
they can no longer be told apart” (96). The sovereign therefore eternally incorporates homo sacer 
into the center of civilization. While the exile or killing of homo sacer at first seems to be an act 
demarcating the bounds of civilization, it actually creates “a much more complicated zone of 
indiscernability” between civilization and wilderness (109). Homo sacer serves as a foundational 
figure to civilization in being excluded from it, but through the very foundational nature of that 
exclusion he is also included, creating an indistinction between civilization and wilderness, 
inside and outside. The result is that the wilderness, the excluded Other, is never far away. 
 Agamben’s approach to the development of the concept of homo sacer and the state of 
exception has been useful to medievalists in that it is embedded in Western history, and 
reflections of the sacred man may be found in the history and literature of cultures from Ancient 
Rome to the present. In some ways, Agamben’s theory of sovereignty applies perfectly to the 
medieval literary context, but in other respects, it requires expansion, qualification, and 
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adjustment. So far, most of the medievalist scholarship on Agamben’s philosophy has been 
concentrated in the area of ecocritical studies, with scholar such as Emma Campbell, Randy P. 
Schiff, Joseph Taylor, Karl Steel, and Jeanne Provost exploring the indistinction Agamben 
highlights between law/civilization and nature/wilderness, both in the prominent romance setting 
of the forest and in human characters possessing animal qualities, such as the werewolf 
Bisclavret and the bird-man Muldumarec in Marie de France’s Breton lais; Yvain, Chretien’s 
Chevalier au Lion; Dame Ragnelle and her brother; and the Carl of Carlisle.
9
 In these studies, the 
authors explore how these indistinctions influence conceptions of what it means to be sovereign. 
Throughout this project, I seek to establish and explore connections between these physically 
hybrid or monstrous figures and the intellectually supernatural prophets and enchanters of the 
Arthurian tradition, arguing that they, too, serve as sites of indistinction and as examples of homo 
sacer, existing both inside and outside the law. Although Agamben’s theory is one of biopolitics, 
and therefore necessarily wrapped up in the physical body and its role in the political realm, the 
fact that the killing of homo sacer can be manifested in a nonliteral, nonphysical way through the 
deprivation of political life indicates that the liminal qualities that mark homo sacer as such need 
not be limited to the physical, either. In exploring these connections, I hope to shed light on not 
only what it means to be sovereign in the various Arthurian contexts and geners, but also what it 
means to be supernatural bare life—and how the relationship between that supernatural bare life 
and the sovereign is mediated through and qualified by issues of gender. 
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 Agamben himself for the most part maintains what Catherine Mills, in her explication of 
Agamben’s philosophy, calls a “gender-blindness.”
10
 Yet the oblique references he does make to 
the relevance of gender to the idea of homo sacer and the state of exception are telling—for 
example, he refers to zoe (natural, nonpolitical life) as “merely reproductive life” (Agamben, 
Homo Sacer, 2), tying life outside of civilization and devoid of political agency to reproduction, 
a biological function most closely related, as described above, to women’s roles in a patriarchal 
sovereignty. Then, too, Agamben differentiates between the power of life and death a father 
holds over his sons, which he equates to the power of the sovereign over homo sacer, and “the 
power to kill, which lies within the competence of the father or the husband who catches his wife 
or daughter in the act of adultery” (88). This again ties women inherently to zoe rather than bios, 
or political life, which is the realm of the son and citizen. The distinction Agamben describes is 
based in an inherently gendered division between the political realm of the state and the domestic 
realm of the home, a distinction Agamben himself calls into question when he describes women 
subjected to rape as a form of ethnic cleansing in Yugoslavia and Bosnia as “a perfect threshold 
of indistinction between biology and politics” (187). This is the same language Agamben uses to 
describe the inclusive exclusion of homo sacer, a being who is not merely zoe but who has had a 
role in political life and subsequently been deprived of it.  
 In the literature of the medieval period, the distinction between the political and the 
domestic is even less clear, since reproduction is intrinsically politicized due to its role in the 
continuation of dynastic sovereignty. Women’s bodies in the pseudo-historical chronicles that 
inaugurate the Arthurian tradition serve as the origins and continuers of exogamous marriage and 
dynastic succession; as these accounts evolve into various strains of romance, sovereignty is 
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dispersed among barons, knights, and other major players, so as more ladies are introduced, they 
are likewise caught in the state of exception designating them as bare life. In the modern context,  
philosophers such as Lisa E. Sanchez and Geraldine Pratt have discussed female sex workers as 
examples of women who are deprived of political life and brought into a state of exception as 
their bodies become outlawed within the heart of civilization, and Ewa Płonowska Ziarek adds to 
the discussion that slavery introduces the idea of the “transformation of the sovereign ban into 
ownership and exchange.”
11
 The foundational and legitimizing exogamous marriages of the 
medieval period are also defined by the ownership and exchange of women’s bodies. Lentin 
Ronit and Penelope Deutscher tie their research to the significance of the vital service and 
potential threat to the nation presented by women in their capacity to bear children, and the 
consequences of that service/threat in the form of the creation of a female homo sacer.
12
 Neither 
of these scholars, though, ties the concept of a female homo sacer to a particular 
historical/literary context.  
 I expand on these women’s work to argue that the women of medieval Arthurian 
literature present an example of the epitome of a specifically female homo sacer. This example, 
like Arthurian literature itself, is embedded to a certain extent both in a medieval historical 
context and in the medieval imagination of what an ideal sovereignty looks like. Historical and 
political law and culture are difficult, if not impossible, to disentangle from invented literary 
convention in Arthuriana. Nonetheless, it is possible to draw a pattern around the women of the 
tradition and the roles they play relative to the sovereign within that tangle of imagined history 
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and assorted literary genres. Among medievalists, only a few have previously viewed 
Agamben’s ideas of the sovereign and bare life through the lens of sex/gender systems, and none 
have so far done so in the overtly political realm of Arthuriana. In Emma Campbell’s “Homo 
Sacer: Power, Life, and the Sexual Body in Old French Saints’ Lives,” Campbell makes the 
argument that in female saints’ lives, “sovereign violence and sexual domination are part of the 
same biopolitical gesture,”
13
 and that therefore female saints who are threatened with sexual 
violence or marriage to pagans are a form of homo sacer, since that marital rape “evokes a sexual 
act that would ... be without criminal status in the human juridical scheme,” just as the killing of 
homo sacer is not a crime.
14
 Campbell’s analysis is good, but her conclusions need not be limited 
to the genre of hagiography. William McClellan indicates as much when he states that in 
Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale, Griselda “is the bare life, ‘translated’ into a political subject with 
extraordinary ability and status by the sovereign Walter, and reduced by him to fear and abject 
obedience.”
15
 McClellan stops short of calling that fear and obedience the state of homo sacer, 
but he does describe the process by which Griselda in her roles as wife to the sovereign and 
mother of his heirs as one in which political life is granted and then removed from a subject. 
Again, though, McClellan does not describe this as something inherent to married women in 
medieval literature, instead keeping his analysis focused on one woman in extraordinary 
circumstances.  
  This dissertation, however, shows how the ordinary exchange of women in Arthurian 
legend creates an essentially female homo sacer without whom the sovereign cannot exist. At the 
same time, I argue that the legend is home to a supernatural homo sacer whose function in the 
legends overlaps with that of the women through their essential and disavowed role in national 
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origin and in their association with an Othered body. At times, however, both female and 
supernatural homines sacri are able to overcome the stigma and taboo that marks their physical 
bodies through intellectually supernatural abilities, bringing them closer to the role of sovereign. 
Each chapter of my dissertation thus examines the relationship between women, sovereignty, and 
the supernatural in a different literary genre and context, showing how this relationship 
transforms to complement differing ideas of the significance of King Arthur’s court. In order to 
do this, I focus on one woman or group of women at a time, showing how her female body and 
the ways that body is regarded by the civilization around her impact the overall reception of her 
supernatural qualities. In some contexts, she becomes a fully-fledged female sovereign, at once a 
peer and challenge to Arthur; in others, she is doubly excluded, her female body and her 
supernatural qualities working in concert against her. 
 The pseudo-historical chronicle tradition of Great Britain begins with Geoffrey of 
Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae in approximately 1136 and extends to Wace’s Anglo-
Norman Roman de Brut, Laȝamon’s thirteenth-century Middle English Brut, and the Prose Brut 
of the fourteenth century. In Chapter One, I turn to this branch of Arthuriana to demonstrate how 
the majority of the female figures in the chronicle tradition occupy a role similar to that of its 
monsters and giants, marginalized and stripped of political life because of their association with 
excessive physicality and desire, qualities that make them threatening to the nation and its 
dynastic succession. These same female figures, however, are also essential to ensuring that 
dynastic succession, and thus occupy a role akin to that of the sovereign. I compare these women 
to Merlin, who also shares qualities of monster and sovereign, and find that gender determines a 
character’s ability to cross from one pole of the sovereign exception to the other—from homo 
sacer to sovereign. The women tend to be unable to escape the emphasis placed on their physical 
13 
 
bodies and their outsized desire, which overshadows or draws into question any positive 
supernatural influence they might have. 
 In Chapter Two, I explore how this dynamic of gendered sovereignty transfers from the 
chronicles, in which sovereignty is principally masculine, into the genre of romance as it appears 
in the Breton lais, where supernatural women frequently hold their own sovereign spaces. The 
chapter compares Marie de France’s Bisclavret and Lanval  to Thomas Chestre’s Sir Launfal, the 
latter two of which are versions of the same story, recorded in the twelfth and fourteenth 
centuries, respectively. Each of these periods saw an increase in the number of people, 
particularly women, who could participate in the system, dispersing sovereignty from the 
national level to the local and establishing wealth as a requirement for political life. These 
historical changes influence and were influenced by the roles of women in romance literature, 
helping to differentiate the romance genre from the chronicles. I begin with a detailed analysis of 
gender as it pertains to sovereignty in the character of Bisclavret’s wife, and compare that to the 
sovereign’s interactions with the supernatural in the form of the werewolf Bisclavret. Because 
the lai appears in Agamben’s Homo Sacer as an example of the titular figure’s liminality, 
Bisclavret serves as litmus case, demonstrating how Marie de France ties worthiness of 
sovereignty, particularly in women, to the body’s physical appearance, as the wife is physically 
maimed upon her exile. In Lanval and Sir Launfal, on the other hand, beauty is the key 
determining factor enabling the perceived legitimacy of the supernatural lady who destabilizes 
Arthur’s claims of sovereignty by making Lanval/Launfal her subject when Arthur has 
abandoned him. Here, unlike in the chronicles, the body does not hold supernatural women back 
from achieving sovereignty, but rather enables them as long as the body is beautiful. Sir Launfal, 
however, humanizes the lady more than Lanval does, giving her a name and lineage that allow 
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her to be identified more as a woman and less as a supernatural being. The lai goes on to focus 
on the lady’s superiority over Gwennere as queen, rather than over Arthur as lord, demonstrating 
an apparent anxiety as to the level of sovereignty she can claim in a culture that is still 
overwhelmingly patriarchal. 
 Following in the footsteps of the Breton lais, which frequently place supernatural women 
in roles of power, the Gawain romances of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries contain 
encounters with some of the most well-known supernatural women of the Arthurian tradition. 
Chapter Three deals with the fourteenth-century poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
alongside The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, The Marriage of Sir Gawain, and 
Chaucer’s Wife of Bath’s Tale. All four of these romances feature iterations of the “Loathly 
Lady” character, and three of them feature Gawain as the ideal knight and courtly lover. These 
romances, like Lanval, establishes a supernatural woman as a rival to Arthur’s political 
sovereignty. In the two Gawain-marriage poems and in the Wife of Bath’s Tale, a role-reversed 
arranged marriage is used to teach Gawain and Arthur’s court that what women truly want is 
sovereignty. Although their definition of sovereignty does not entirely match up with 
Agamben’s, these women do meet the definition of homo sacer, with their liminal bodies and 
exile status within civilization, and they do threaten Arthur’s sovereignty with their supernatural 
abilities. Their threat to Arthur, though, is very different from that presented by the ladies of 
Lanval and Sir Launfal. Their weapon is not beauty, but ugliness. The Loathly Ladies use their 
monstrous bodies to deflect from their real intelligence and even their intellectually supernatural 
abilities, which undermine Arthur’s sovereignty and authority. Morgan le Fay and Bertilak’s 
wife, too, use their bodies as a deflection tactic from their real assault on Arthur’s sovereignty. 
Lady Bertilak’s performance of excessive desire and Morgan’s Loathly Lady-like appearance 
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distract from the real threat at Castle Hautdesert, which Morgan has orchestrated through her 
hidden intellectually supernatural abilities. These women are familiar with the detriment their 
female bodies can be in achieving sovereignty, and so they attempt to use that knowledge to their 
advantage. 
 If Chapter One deals with the chronicle tradition and Chapters Two and Three deal with 
romance, Chapter Four examines how elements of both traditions come together in Sir Thomas 
Malory’s late-fifteenth-century Le Morte D’Arthur. Especially in its early sections, this work, 
like the chronicles, emphasizes the importance of legitimacy and dynastic succession in the 
formation of a nation, and the subsequent episodes show how this national ideal is supported by 
the chivalric values of romance, which frequently value women only as bodies and repeatedly 
subject them to the threat of sexual violence both inside and outside the law. The enchantresses 
of Le Morte d’Arthur have the potential to use their intellectually supernatural abilities to either 
support those chivalric values or subvert them. Enchantresses like Morgan le Fay, banned from 
the court, use the supernatural abilities that have placed them in a state of exception to subvert 
through role reversal the patriarchal order that cannot accommodate them. Morgan’s pursuit of 
Lancelot, for instance, highlights the dehumanization and the threat of violence inherent in the 
courtly love dynamic. On the other hand, Le Morte d’Arthur gives us enchantresses such as 
Dame Lyonet and Nyneve, who primarily use their supernatural abilities to support the 
sovereign’s order. These women, though, once reincorporated into the court, usually through 
marriage, lose the political life they had as enchantresses outside of it. Once they subscribe to the 
court’s systems of exogamous marriage and exchange of women, they become trapped there like 
the women of the chronicles, deprived of political if not literal life. 
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 The evolution of the relationship between women, the sovereign, and the supernatural in 
Arthurian literature is not a linear, chronological development, but rather is based in the ways 
different genres reflect their conceptions of the ideal sovereign and the roles of women and the 
supernatural in relation to him. Uniformly, though, the women of the tradition stand somewhere 
between the king and the monster, capable of taking on aspects of either role, but also frequently 
victimized by each. In this way, the Arthurian women are a vital addition to the conversation 
surrounding how the nature of Agamben’s state of exception is affected by gender. “Gendered 
Magic and Arthurian Sovereignty” therefore brings a new theoretical framework to the 
discussion of gender in Arthurian studies, one that illuminates the connections between female 
characters and the sovereign on the one hand, and the monster on the other.
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CHAPTER 1:  
THEY MIGHT BE GIANTS: THE ARTHURIAN CHRONICLE TRADITION 
 
 The first full account of the life and death of King Arthur as the sovereign who embodies 
British nationhood is in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s pseudo-historical chronicle Historia Regum 
Britanniae, written in approximately 1136. As the title would suggest, though, Arthur’s story is 
only a portion of the larger work, which seeks to recount, or failing that, invent a national history 
for Britain by giving a record of the lives of all of the British kings from the island’s foundation 
to its conquest by Germanic tribes in the fifth and sixth centuries. Claiming to base his Latin 
narrative on an ancient British book which, if it ever existed, is now lost, Geoffrey establishes 
Britain as the inheritor of the glory of ancient Troy, founded by Aeneas’s grandson, Brutus. 
Shortly after the Historia Regum Britanniae was completed, a poet named Wace used it as the 
basis for his Anglo-Norman poem, the Roman de Brut, and this in turn was the main inspiration 
for both Laȝamon’s thirteenth-century Middle English alliterative poem, the Brut, and an 
anonymously written fourteenth-century Middle English Prose Brut. Although there are other 
variants and descendants of Geoffrey’s Historia, these four texts—the Historia Regum 
Britanniae, the Roman de Brut, and the poetic and prose Bruts—form the main body of the 
British chronicle tradition and the chronicle branch of medieval Arthurian literature. 
 Unlike the Arthurian romances, which focus primarily on the adventures of individual 
knights on quests to prove their worth, the chronicles deal with national concerns. The hero of 
the chronicles as a whole is not the individual knight, nor even the individual king, although 
Arthur’s life gets more attention than most. The hero of the chronicles is the sovereignty of the 
island itself, the power of rule and law that survives and is handed down through dynastic 
succession, wielded and embodied by each succeeding king. Like any sweeping overview of a 
nation’s history, then, the incidents that receive the most attention are battles, treasons, and 
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alliances—events that directly affect the nation’s sovereignty and succession. This includes, 
perhaps surprisingly in what purports to be a historical narrative, miraculous and supernatural 
occurrences. The British chronicle tradition is like the proverbial map marking the space beyond 
which “there be monsters.” Gods, demons, giants, and miracles are integral in the medieval 
transmission of the island’s imagined history. Whether these supernatural figures and events are 
ordained by God, the Devil, or some more ambiguous Otherworld out of pre-Christian tradition, 
they serve as a means for establishing the authority of the sovereign. Critics have primarily 
agreed that the supernatural acts as an agent of God or Fortune in the chronicles, reinforcing the 
legitimacy of the monarchical and dynastic succession of Britain.
1
 This is supported by the fact 
that, aside from a few outliers, supernatural incidents in the chronicle history of Britain tend to 
cluster together around three significant points: the founding of Britain; the reign of Arthur, the 
most renowned of the chronicle rulers; and the ruin of Britain with the exile of the last British 
king. Manifestations of the supernatural in the chronicles fall into two principal categories, both 
designed to reinforce sovereign legitimacy: the prophetic vision, frequently embodied in the 
form of Merlin, and the monstrous creature, epitomized by the giants who haunt the margins of 
the realm. The arrival of the Trojans in Britain and the departure of the Britons from what is 
rapidly becoming England are both supported by prophecy, as are the coming and departure of 
King Arthur, who stands at the climax of the chronicle narrative of Britain’s kings. The Trojans 
and Arthur further prove their right to rule by vanquishing giants, a characterization that proves 
the conquerors’ right to sovereignty: viewed through the lens of Giorgio Agamben’s political 
philosophy, they render the giants bare life. 
                                                 
1
 See Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman, King Arthur and the Myth of History (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 2004) and especially Patricia Clare Ingham, Sovereign Fantasies: Arthurian Romance and the Making of 
Britain (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001). 
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 In the introduction to this project, I explicate Agamben’s theory of the sovereign and 
homo sacer, particularly how the sovereign’s designation of homo sacer is key to establishing his 
sovereignty. Homo sacer is the sacred man who is dedicated by the sovereign to be killed outside 
the law, a figure who has been abandoned by the law and its protections, often represented as a 
liminal or hybrid body—one who combines the human and the inhuman Other. I relate the figure 
of homo sacer to the monstrous supernatural characters of Arthurian legend on the one hand, and 
the women who likewise play a role in establishing the sovereign’s legitimacy and dynastic 
succession on the other. Previously, as the introduction explains, few scholars have examined in 
detail the relationship between sovereign and homo sacer as it pertains to the foundation of 
British and English nationhood in the legends of King Arthur, even less through the lens of 
sex/gender systems. In this chapter, I fill that gap by determining the place and identity of homo 
sacer in the Arthurian chronicles, which sought to create a definitive vision of British origins and 
prehistory. In doing so, I will engage with both the supernatural and the gendered quality of the 
sacred bodies in this context. I will contend, in fact, that gender is an essential factor in 
establishing the boundary between sovereignty and bare life in the chronicles’ presentation of 
national foundation and conquest. While the giants stand as the foundational homines sacri of the 
British chronicles, that role is also filled at various points by the prophet Merlin and by the 
women who ensure that the dynastic succession continues. Equally marked as Other, distinctions 







THE SUPERNATURAL IN THE CHRONICLES 
 When the band of Trojans led by Brutus arrives on the island that their leader names after 





 the most detailed description comes from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 
Historia Regum Britanniae, which specifies that Gogmagog, the last and most fierce of them, 
“Erat ibi inter ceteros detestabilis quidam nomine Goemagog stature .xii. cubitorum. Qui tante 
uirtutis existens quercum semel excussam uelut uirgulam corili euellebat” (was twelve feet tall. 
He was so strong that, once had had given it a shake, he could tear up an oak-tree as though it 
were a hazel wand).
4
 According to the Prose Brut, their prodigious physicality is a testament to 
their parentage; they are the offspring of a number of castaway princesses who coupled with 
demons.
5
 All four chronicles specify that the giants fight with clubs and stones, that they live in 
hills and caves without cultivating the island, and these details fundamentally oppose them to the 
invading Trojans, whom they immediately engage in violent conflict. As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen 
explains, “The giants are uncivilized, a word that at its root means ‘noncitizens,’ alieni. They are 
wholly outside the coherence of Trojan language and law.”
6
 According to these terms, they seem 
to fit Agamben’s definition of simple zoe, the form of life common to all living things—and, 
indeed, their description emphasizes their animality. In order to qualify as bare life, though, a 
being must first fall under the law and then be abandoned by it: “The rule applies to the 
exception in no longer applying, in withdrawing from it. The state of exception is thus not the 
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 Wace, Wace’s Roman de Brut, A History of the British: Text and Translation, trans. Judith Weiss (Exeter: 
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 Laȝamon, Brut or Hystoria Brutonum, trans. W.R.J. Barron and S.C. Weinberg (Essex: Longman Group Limited, 
1995), line 902. 
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 Geoffrey of Monmouth. Historia Regum Britanniae I: Bern MS, ed. Neil Wright (Cambridge: DS Brewer, 1985), 
14. Translated by Lewis Thorpe as The History of the Kings of Britain (London: Penguin, 1977),72. 
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 The Brut, or, The Chronicles of England, ed. Friedrich W.D. Brie (London: Early English Text Society, 1906), 1-4. 
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chaos that precedes order but rather the situation that results from its suspension [italics in 
source]” (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 17-18). While it is easy to read the coming of the Trojans to 
Britain as the coming of order to supplant the giants’ chaos, a closer examination reveals the 
situation to be more complex. 
 The first indication that the giants are more than mere zoe is their hybrid state. There is 
nothing to indicate that the giants are not human-shaped, albeit on a larger scale, and their origin 
is half human. Cohen conjectures that “perhaps the giant is so terrifying because he is a liminal 
body, partially human and partially other, a form suspended between categories who threatens 
through his unnamability to smash the distinctions on which categorization is based.”
7
 Pure zoe 
would not create this anxiety; it is the result of the uncanny ambiguity inherent in the giants’ 
nature. In fact, Agamben states that the werewolf is a perfect literary example of the figure in the 
state of exception precisely because of its hybrid status, which closely resembles that of the 
giants; its existence blurs the lines of distinction between man and beast, and therefore sets it 
apart, in a state of exception from the rules that govern ordered life: “What had to remain in the 
collective unconscious as a monstrous hybrid of human and animal, divided between the forest 
and the city—the werewolf—is, therefore, in its origin the figure of the man who has been 
banned from the city” (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 105). The giant is a figure similarly caught 
somewhere between man and beast; more than a monster, it is the human form made monstrous. 
Moreover, the chronicles signal the giants’ relation to the man who has been banned from the 
city in specifying that they reside on the island in a state of ban; according to the Prose Brut, 
their mothers, Syrian princesses turned outlaws, were cast out of their father’s land for 
attempting to murder their husbands, and their subsequent decline into debauchery and excess 
comes as a result of their ban from the city and abandonment by the law. The princesses’ giant 
                                                 
7
 Cohen, Of Giants, 38. 
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offspring inherit their exile. In the other three chronicles, the giants lack this origin but are still 
outcasts: they do not remove to the mountains and hills until they are driven there by the 
Trojans.
8
 Their animal-like dwelling is a refuge, the result of their ban from the new Trojan 
polis; it is the physical space signifying the state of exception where the giants live like outlaws. 
The Trojans conquer the land while the giants are still in it, but the law and its protection do not 
apply to the giants. 
 The giants confirm Brutus’s sovereignty when he exercises for the first time the power of 
the sovereign to designate them bare life and place them into a state of exception.
9
 Agamben 
identifies the designation of homo sacer as the origin of sovereign power; in order to define the 
boundaries of a civilization, the sovereign must designate what is outside of it. For this reason, 
Susan Stewart states that “we find the gigantic at the origin of public and natural history.”
10
 The 
giant, for Brutus and the Trojans, is what must be cast out in order for Brutus to become 
sovereign and for Britain to become his realm. The giants are a threat to the Trojan conquerors 
both physically and metaphysically; Cohen describes the giant as “the male body writ large, but 
he must be killed because his spectacular form disturbingly suggests that there is something not 
fully human about that body, no matter what its actual size.”
11
 They are a threat because they are 
partly human; they can be killed because they are sufficiently inhuman that the Trojans can deny 
their humanity. Their monstrous, semi-human physicality and semi-bestial way of living mean 
that they must be killed and their exception from the law means that they easily may be killed—
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from a moral if not a literal perspective. To the Trojans, they are homo sacer, sacred bodies: they 
are included in the new Trojan juridical order only in that they may be killed, but not 
sacrificed—their monstrous hybridity would make them inappropriate for that purpose. Instead, 
when a group of giants attack a Trojan feast, the Trojans slaughter them all but one—their leader, 
Gogmagog. He is captured and made to participate in a wrestling match to the death with 
Brutus’s right-hand man, Corineus. In this fierce combat, Corineus casts Gogmagog over the side 
of a steep sea-cliff, and the giant is crushed on the rocks below.  
 The death of the leader of the giants is a public spectacle, and a necessary act in order to 
ensure Trojan dynastic succession over the island of Albion which, to signify Trojan sovereignty, 
is eponymously renamed Britain by Brutus. Cohen points out, however, that although they are 
killed, the giants are not gone, and their lineage is not entirely supplanted in the naming of the 
land; Gogmagog’s name survives in the place of his death, Gogmagog’s Leap.
12
 In Agamben’s 
terms, the inclusion of Gogmagog’s name in the land itself alongside Brutus’s Britain and 
Corineus’s Cornwall signifies the extent to which the giants’ exclusion is simultaneously an 
inclusion. Banned from the city, the giants are immortalized in the land itself and thereby install 
themselves in the center of lawful Trojan civilization. The legitimacy of the new British Trojan 
civilization therefore depends both on the expulsion of the giants, which creates an Other against 
which the British Trojans can define themselves and their values, and on the commemoration of 
that expulsion, which ensures that this foundational act continues to shape communal identity. 
 The act of Gogmagog’s killing, too, as the act that marks the beginning of Trojan 
sovereignty in Britain, also inscribes the giants’ form of violence into Trojan law. Rather than 
killing Gogmagog with arrows, swords, or spears, Brutus orders Corineus to fight Gogmagog in 
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 “Saltus Goemagog” in Geoffrey, Historia Regum Britanniae, 14. “Geomagoges lupe” in Laȝamon, Brut, line 965. 
“þe sawte of Gogmagog” in Prose Brut, 11. 
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the “uncivilized” way to which the giants are more accustomed: hand-to-hand combat. In killing 
Gogmagog, the Trojans betray themselves as, potentially, not entirely different from the giants 
whose lifestyle they are supposedly supplanting with their division and cultivation of the land. 
Agamben addresses this phenomenon as key to the dynamic between sovereign and homo sacer: 
“Sovereign violence opens a zone of indistinction between law and nature, outside and inside, 
violence and law. And yet the sovereign is precisely the one who maintains the possibility of 
deciding on the two to the very degree that he renders them indistinguishable from each other” 
(Agamben, Homo Sacer, 64). The sovereign who represents the heart of civilization also must 
stand outside civilization’s law in order to execute the law. In doing so, he manifests the inherent 
similarity between himself and the homo sacer figure, who dwells outside the law because it has 
been removed from him. In the person of the sovereign, the distinctions between wilderness and 
civilization become blurred. When Brutus, as sovereign of Britain, orders Corineus, sovereign of 
Cornwall under him, to kill Gogmagog in the way he does, the two “forcefully [exact] dominion 
from the play of [their] similarity to giants,”
13
 eliding the distinction between giant and Trojan 
sovereign. In achieving sovereignty in Britain, Brutus brings himself and his people closer to the 
giants they feared, destabilizing the certainty of his absolute humanity.
14
 The semi-human 
monstrosity that made the giants so threatening survives at the center of British sovereignty, 
raising the possibility that it could return to endanger the dynastic succession—as it does, 
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eventually, in the form of the young Merlin—creating the opportunity for the cycle of 
differentiation, exile, and commemoration to begin again. 
 The British chronicles establish Merlin, like the Prose Brut’s giants, as the offspring of a 
demon father and a human mother; the result of this pairing is not a physical monster, but a 
monstrous intellect, a figure ambiguous in a way not specifically discussed by Agamben whose 
extensive knowledge and supernatural abilities make him a key player, for good or ill, in the 
reigns of four British kings. Through his knowledge-based powers, Merlin acts as another 
supernatural instrument to establish and confirm sovereignty in Britain, although his manner of 
doing so differs from the giants’ in the same way that his hybridity and monstrosity contrasts to 
theirs.
15
 While the giants manifest a physical hybridity, betraying their half-demon, half-human 
parentage in their irregularly-formed bodies, Merlin manifests his hybridity in his intellect—his 
body is human in appearance, but his knowledge is supernatural, even monstrous, originating 
with his demonic father. Those around him, however, react to him as a being as uncanny in his 
own way as the giants are in theirs. As Geoffrey tells his readers, everyone who hears Merlin 
prophesy believes “numen esse in illo” (divine power or magical power to be in him).
16
 Even 
before the true nature of his father is revealed, he is known in the Prose Brut not only as a 
fatherless boy, but as an uncommonly clever one. In a quarrel with another boy about lineage, 
Merlin in the Prose Brut makes a point of telling his companion, “ȝe done al wronge to chide or 
strif wiþ me, for ȝe haue no witte ne resoun as I haue,” to which the other boy replies, “of ȝoure 
witte and of ȝour resoun y make no forse, for men telleþ communeliche þat ȝe haue no þing of 
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god, siþ ȝe hade neuer fader.”
17
 This indicates an awareness that Merlin’s wit is something 
beyond the human, even if its precise origin is not yet known. This is further confirmed when 
Merlin proves himself possessed of knowledge that Vortigern’s wise men do not have, 
explaining without the need for investigation that the king’s tower continually collapses because 
two dragons are battling beneath it. He goes on to interpret the prophetic significance of this 
conflict as predictive of the fate of the entire kingdom. In addition to this insight, he prophesies 
the impending return of the brothers of Constance, Vortigern’s subsequent death by burning, the 
reign of Aurilambros, and his manner of death. Later in the chronicle, Merlin is able to interpret 
based on the appearance of a star that Aurilambros has died, that Uther will triumph in battle, 
and that his descendants and their descendants will rule over Britain and Ireland. Granted, it’s 
not every star that looks like a fire-breathing dragon’s head, but this level of detail is the sort of 
knowledge typically reserved only for gods and devils. Through his supernatural knowledge, 
Merlin proves to be a major player in supporting and legitimizing the sovereignty of the dynastic 
line of Constantine.  
 On the other hand, Merlin’s unknowable mind has the potential to be just as threatening 
in its hybrid nature as the giants are. Significantly, Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman refer to 
the root of Merlin’s more-than-human “monopoly on knowledge”
18
 as his ingenium, but remind 
us that “ingenium was not regarded unproblematically as artistry, talent, or genius. It was also 
associated with deviousness, artifice, and fraud.”
19
 While Merlin is perfectly human in size and 
shape, his ingenium, by this definition, carries traces of the demonic excess that is the trademark 
of the giants. There is something not fully human about his mind and therefore, like his 
physically monstrous kin, Merlin is a liminal, hybrid figure who is at first singled out as a life 
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that may be killed. When the tower King Vortigern constructs to protect himself from his 
enemies repeatedly collapses, his wise men instruct him to find a boy born of a woman who had 
never known a man sexually, kill him, and mix his blood with the mortar, “& so shulle þe werk  
endure euermore wiþouten ende.”
20
 Just as the giant Gogmagog’s blood—indeed, his entire 
broken body—is scattered over the rocks at the bottom of the cliff which forever afterward bears 
his name in order to ensure the security of the Trojan lineage and Brutus’s sovereignty over the 
island, so Merlin’s equally, even identically hybrid blood is called for in a moment of national 
crisis to ensure the security of Vortigern’s kingship and his sovereignty over the stones of the 
tower, his kingdom in microcosm. Ultimately, though, it is Merlin’s more-than-human wit and 
knowledge that save him from the fate suffered by the giants; his diagnosis through his 
supernatural intellect of the real problem with Vortigern’s tower proves that his human-demon 
hybrid body, unlike those of the pre-Trojan giants, must not necessarily be killed.  
 One possible explanation for this difference in outcome lies in what these figures inherit 
from their human mothers. While the fathers are equally demonic, the mothers in these episodes 
could not be more different. The exiled princesses have already murdered their husbands when 
they arrive on Albion, and once there, their lives are so decadent and they desire “mannys 
cumpanye” so much that the devils are drawn to them. Merlin’s mother, on the other hand, is 
still, as she puts it in the Prose Brut, “a ȝonge maiden in my faderes chambre,” who “hade neuer 
company of man worldely.”
21
 In the earlier versions of the chronicle, she is actually a novice in a 
nunnery. In addition, though the language in the Historia indicates that Merlin’s mother may 
have made love willingly to a handsome, albeit sometimes invisible young man, the subsequent 
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 have remarked on the roles of these women in their children’s characters separately, 
with some Arthurian romances attributing Merlin’s relative goodness to his mother’s devout 
nature. They have not, however, looked at these two episodes alongside one another as parts of a 
pattern within the chronicles, and particularly within the Prose Brut, where they exist together. 
 This explanation is certainly persuasive, but it only partially addresses the question of 
why Merlin’s planned sacrifice is not completed as the giants’ was. The answer lies in how 
Merlin’s monstrous hybridity serves the sovereign as compared to the giants. Both are key to the 
foundation of sovereignty, but the giants are essential in their capacity to be killed, whereas 
Merlin’s service requires his mind and his voice—in short, it requires that he live, in both the 
literal and political sense. The giants are therefore re-incorporated into British civilization in an 
inclusive exclusion through commemoration, but Merlin is reincorporated as a living being. Both 
remain set apart by their hybridity into a state of exception, but Merlin’s particular intellectual 
excess brings him closer to political life; he is “the living being who, in language, separates and 
opposes himself to his own bare life and, at the same time, maintains himself in relation to that 
bare life in an inclusive exclusion,” thereby approaching the sovereign’s state of exception 
instead of, or in addition to, homo sacer status (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 8). Merlin becomes like 
the sovereign in being a living commemoration of the giants’ existence and threat—just as 
Brutus and Corineus contain the violence of the giants within themselves as sovereigns, Merlin 
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likewise contains the threat of the giants within himself, while still maintaining a political life 
that supports the juridical order. 
 Merlin and the giants exist as two sides of the same coin in a relationship that Agamben 
describes in his work on sovereign power when he examines the intrinsic relationship between 
the sovereign and the sacred life who may be killed, both of whom dwell in a state of exception: 
“The ban is the force of simultaneous attraction and repulsion that ties together the two poles of 
the sovereign exception: bare life and power, homo sacer and the sovereign” (Agamben, Homo 
Sacer, 110). The sovereign, in order to have the freedom to dictate the law, must also exist in the 
state of exception from it, and so the banned figure and the sovereign exist alongside each other 
in a zone of indistinction, even to the point of sharing or merging identities; Agamben points out 
that the werewolf Bisclavret, for example, transforms back into his civilized, human form on the 
sovereign’s bed, signifying the connection between the two and pointing toward the beast 
inherent also in the sovereign (108).
24
 This is the bond that exists at the heart of the relationship 
between Merlin and the giants; Merlin, if not actually the sovereign of the realm, is certainly 
very close to being so, and in accordance with that role, the monster still exists within him. Both 
because of and in spite of his inner monster, Merlin’s foreknowledge of the dynastic succession 
of kings down to the very last of them puts him at the center of, and in a way equates him with, 
British sovereignty. Beyond this, Merlin uses his knowledge and his magic to ensure that the 
dynastic succession proceeds as he has foreseen, most notably in arranging Arthur’s conception. 
Scholars such as Robert Hanning have observed that the active role Merlin takes “puts him 
temporarily in control of national progress,”
25
 sometimes even more than the king himself is able 
to be. Merlin and the giants are the two poles of the sovereign exception, with the giants serving 
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as a threat to the established civilization and succession, and Merlin upholding it as guardian. 
Vortigern sees him as a threat and attempts to kill him only because, as a usurper, Vortigern is 
the wrong king, and Merlin knows it. 
 There are two episodes in the Prose Brut, also present in the earlier chronicles, in which 
we can see evidence of Merlin’s dual nature and of this close relationship between Merlin and 
the giants in the way they use their mental and physical monstrosities, respectively, for 
coinciding ends. The first is in the transport and positioning of Stonehenge, which is another 
landmark bearing its association with giants in its name; it is called the Giants’ Dance or Ring or, 
in the Prose Brut, the “geant caroll,” and Merlin explains that it was erected in Ireland by giants 
and used by them for the healing powers of its stones. In fact, the Historia Regum Britanniae 
elaborates that the giants, in the distant past, transported the stones to Ireland all the way from 
Africa.
26
 When King Aurilambros asks Merlin for his ideas on constructing a monument, he 
proposes doing the same, bringing the stones from Ireland and setting them up in an identical 
formation in Britain.
27
 This might not seem like an unusually trying task, but one look at the 
stones proves otherwise to the men sent with Merlin to achieve it: “but when þai saw þe stones, 
and þe maner how þai stoden, þai hadden grete mervail, and saide bituene ham þat ‘noman 
shulde ham remeve, for no strenghe ne engyne, so huge þai weren, and so long.’ But Merlyn, 
þrouȝ his crafte and queyntise, remevede ham, and brouȝt ham into hire shippis, and come 
aȝeyen into þis lande.”
28
 It is indicative of Merlin’s kinship with the giants that he alone can 
move their stone circle, and he uses his monstrous mind in order to do so. “Crafte” and 
“queyntise,” the words the Brut chronicler uses to describe the means by which Merlin moves 
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the stones, as well as Wace’s “engin” and “art,”
29
 and Laȝamon’s “liste,”
30
 are all words which 
can indicate either sorcery or skill, natural or supernatural trickery, or simply the application of 
intelligence. Both Wace and Laȝamon have Merlin walk around the stones, moving his lips as if 
he is praying,
31
 while the Historia Regum Britanniae specifies that Merlin alone knows how to 
properly use the equipment which is required to take the stones down and move them.
32
 This 
shows his preternatural knowledge and intelligence, possessed by no one else, performing the 
work previously done only by the giants, perhaps by means of their excessive physical, rather 
than mental, strength. 
 The other instance in which we see Merlin using his mental monstrosity in a manner 
corresponding to a giant’s use of his physical monstrosity is more ambiguous, showing the 
potential danger of the monster existing within one so close to the sovereign. One of the defining 
episodes of the Arthurian section of the British chronicles is the abduction of a Breton maiden by 
the Giant of Mont-Saint-Michel.
33
 As an extension of his grotesque, physical monstrosity and 
existence outside of human civilization and law, and perhaps as a legacy of his demonic heritage 
as well, recalling the manner in which Merlin was conceived, the giant attempts to rape the 
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 Helena dies as a result of this assault, the giant’s monstrous body literally too 
huge and grotesque to support. Everything about this scene speaks to the giant’s uncontrolled 
physicality, and because Helena happens to be a relative of King Hoel of Brittany, her abduction 
and attempted rape at the giant’s hands is also an attack on the sovereignty of that realm, 
carrying with it the threat of penetrated boundaries and corrupted lines of succession. Merlin, 
too, is involved in an episode of rape that recalls the machinations of his demonic father. His 
orchestration of Uther’s tryst with Ygerna mirrors the action of a giant, except that Merlin does 
not take a direct physical role. Instead, his means reflect the part of Merlin that is monstrous: his 
mind. Like his father, he relies on cunning and artifice to achieve his ends here, changing the 
appearance of himself, Uther, and Ulfyn in order to gain admittance to the lady in question. As 
with the moving of Stonehenge, the words used to describe Merlin’s means of creating these 
disguises demonstrate the blurring of the lines between skill, magic, and deceit. Geoffrey says he 
uses “medicaminibus” (drugs),”
35
 Wace “enchantemenz” (enchantment),
36
 and Laȝamon 
“lechcraft” (medical treatment).
37
 The Prose Brut refers again to “crafte”—magic, knowledge, 
deceit.
38
 Ygerna is not violently assaulted as Helena was, but she cannot consent to sex with 
Uther when she does not know his actual identity.
39
 Here, Merlin displays a psychology that is 
monstrous not only in its enormity, but in its perverseness. Sovereignty and dynastic succession 
are also at play here, but Merlin’s dubious actions in arranging a sexual encounter between the 
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king and the Duchess of Cornwall ultimately serve to safeguard rather than threaten them. 
Through Merlin’s machinations in this incident, Arthur is conceived, ensuring that Uther’s royal 
lineage will continue. Again we see Merlin in his intellectual monstrosity parallel the physical 
monstrosity of the giants, but in doing so taking on the opposite role in his relationship to the 
sovereign. This is another example of what enables him to cross the sovereign-homo sacer 
boundary, exclusively including the monster in himself, so that he can take on a sovereign or 
near-sovereign role instead of being stripped of his political life. 
 All of the pseudo-historical British chronicles contain an implied connection between 
Merlin and the giants as hybrid figures, although the Prose Brut makes that connection most 
explicit by giving the giants a demonic origin parallel to Merlin’s. Merlin is part human and part 
demon, and he displays qualities of both—while physically human, his knowledge resembles that 
of his monstrous father. The giants are part human and part animal, and they, too, display 
qualities of both in their grotesque, unrestrained, and oversized physicality. Their shared status as 
bare life upon introduction draws attention to the way in which these figures are intimately 
connected, mirroring each other in the chronicle narrative as they are placed into similar roles 
and perform similar marvels using opposing means. Merlin and the giants present opposite 
extremes of the relationship between the liminal, monstrous figure of homo sacer and the 
sovereign. The giants of the chronicles make possible the acquisition of sovereignty because 
their threat to dynastic succession and to the juridical order makes them able to be killed, but as 
the narrative progresses, Merlin harnesses his monstrosity in service of law and of the British 
kings and is permitted to live and even to some extent to take on the role of sovereign himself. 
This is because Merlin’s monstrous hybridity, as has been demonstrated, is based in a 
supernatural knowledge, intelligence, and ability to manipulate language, while the giants are 
34 
 
tied inextricably to their physical bodies and existence. Merlin, through his intellect, contains the 
monster within himself and crosses from the role of homo sacer to the role of the sovereign in 
deploying it only in service of the law and of the dynastic succession. The British chronicle 
tradition may find both the monstrous body and the monstrous intellect off-putting, even 
frightening, but the association of the intellect with language and political life enables a form of 
the supernatural that cannot be simply reduced to bare life. This is an association, though, that is 
typically gendered masculine within the literature of the medieval period.
40
 Women, on the other 
hand, are, like the giants, firmly associated with the body, and even when they also possess 
supernatural intellect, that association prohibits the existence in the chronicles of a female 
equivalent to Merlin. 
 
WOMEN IN THE CHRONICLES 
 Women in the chronicles stand, like Merlin, in a space between the sovereign and the 
monster, and so he is a useful figure of comparison through which to illuminate the nature of 
their status. While Merlin is situated in this liminal space through his monstrous intellect, women 
are tied to the giants in that they, too, occupy liminality through their physical bodies.
41
 Their 
specifically feminine bodies, though, share the dual nature of Merlin’s mind: they at once 
promise the continuation of the sovereign succession and threaten to disrupt it with outsized 
desire. Agamben himself maintains what Catherine Mills calls a “gender-blindness” in his work 
on sovereignty and homo sacer, even as he delineates the political sphere from the sphere of the 
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 This “two spheres” model, however, does not accurately apply to a medieval context. 
Agamben warns that “the father’s power should not be confused with the power to kill, which 
lies within the competence of the father or the husband who catches his wife or daughter in the 
act of adultery, or even less with  the power of the dominus over his servants,” differentiating 
between these “domestic” killings from the killing of a son or citizen, implying the wife or 
daughter’s lack of political life (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 88). The domestic sphere and the roles 
of wife and daughter in the medieval national chronicle, however, are inherently politicized as 
marriages are the foundation of political alliances and childbirth ensures the continuation of the 
dynastic succession. I therefore contend that women in the chronicles form another example of 
bare life in that they are stripped of political life and valued solely as interchangeable physical 
bodies within a state of exception created by their patriarchal society.
43
  
 In her influential study, Gayle Rubin discusses the traffic in women as historically 
cementing relationships between men, and points out that women’s status as objects of exchange 
in this system is inherent to their sex: “women are transacted as slaves, serfs, and prostitutes, but 
also simply as women.”
44
 Their value to the men with the power to make exchanges, to an extent 
that surpasses social class or position, is dependent on their female bodies and, accordingly, their 
capacity for reproduction. According to Penelope Deutscher, Agamben leaves space in his work 
for the included exclusion of “those who are no more than responsible for life processes,”
45
 those 
she refers to as “reproductive life: women on the threshold of biological and political life insofar 
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as they are valued, problematized, and rendered significant in their capacity to bear and produce 
new life, and as exposed to injunction, violence, or loss of life for that same capacity.”
46
 The 
ability to continue the dynastic succession makes women politically significant, but it is also 
grounded in the body, so that these women become liminal figures, standing between the two 
realms of life proposed by Agamben. This liminal status makes them a threat—it is within their 
capacity to disrupt or pollute that succession. In attempts to curtail the fear that this will happen 
or to deliberately disrupt a line of succession, women are exposed to potential violence—rape or 
murder—that becomes within this context political violence. They are also exposed to loss of 
political life through the simple arrangement of their marriages, the less violent form of seizing 
control of their reproductive capacity. The creation of homo sacer in these terms is specifically 
gendered, creating a feminine zone of inclusive exclusion within the heart of civilization in a 
way Agamben does not consider in his work. 
 Moreover, this act of rendering women as bare life is indeed, in these narratives, “the 
original—if concealed—nucleus of sovereign power” (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 6). It is the trade 
in women that supports exogamous marriage, the foundation upon which sovereignty in the 
chronicles is built.
47
 Even before Brutus kills the giants, he acquires a wife, whom Geoffrey calls 
Ignoge, from Greece and takes her, weeping, to his ship.
48
 The three sons she bears him go on to 
inherit sovereign status in Britain, but for Ignoge this is, as Barefield puts it, “the moment of 
female loss, the moment when the woman who has entered a dynastic marriage faces the erasure 
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of her own lineage and racial identity.”
49
 This moment of her exile also constitutes the erasure of 
her political life, when she is removed from her own political context and becomes a body for the 
purpose of reproducing a foreign dynastic succession. In the chronicles, women are defined by 
their bodies as wives, mothers, and sexual partners, and their inability to break free from this 
imposed limitation prevents them from inclusively excluding the bare life within themselves and 
crossing as Merlin does from the role of homo sacer to that of sovereign. 
 The women in the chronicles, then, share with the monsters and giants of that genre a role 
that is central and yet marginalized, and that is primarily based in physicality. The bodies of the 
chronicle giants are excessively masculine, and in this respect they would seem to be sharply 
differentiated from the quintessentially feminine bodies of the chronicle women. Cohen, 
however, has pointed out that these women’s bodies have more in common with those of the 
giants than might at first be apparent: “Because he incorporates so much of the sensuous 
physicality with which medieval writers characterized women, and because his body functions as 
a disavowed point of origin, the giant shares more with the feminine, and specifically with the 
maternal, than his excessively male form might suggest.”
50
 This “sensuous physicality” is indeed 
a quality with which medieval Arthurian literature frequently endows its female characters,
51
 
from Lanval’s fairy mistress to Lady Bertilak in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. In a male-
dominated and patriarchal narrative, whether they are maternal or sensual, women’s bodies mark 
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them as Other, as something strange and possessed of a power the male bodies do not possess. In 
their maternal capacity, however, women’s bodies are also extremely necessary. 
 The nature of the chronicle as a genre tends to place women, like Merlin and like the 
giants, simultaneously at the center and the margins of the narrative, essential but not central, 
included and excluded simultaneously. Chronicles are ultimately genealogical narratives, 
charting the legitimacy of the nation, and they are therefore inherently patriarchal, focusing on 
the story of the nation through the story of its kings. Women are largely secondary figures, and 
comparatively few of them take an active role in the chronicle tradition.
52
 Even fewer of them 
have names. Scholars such as Laura Barefield as well as Laurie Finke and Martin Schichtman, 
however, have noted that the primary and key role women play in the chronicles is as ensurers of 
the succession on which the narrative hinges, as “vessels for the transmission of lineage.”
53
 
Dynastic succession cannot happen without them; they always stand at its point of origin. 
Women in the chronicles serve through their bodies the same function that Merlin serves with his 
mind and his gift of prophecy: they provide the smooth transition from one king to another 
(although, as is detailed below, Merlin achieves this as an individual through his own agency, 
whereas the women lack both individuality and agency in this capacity). For this reason, the 
exchange of women in marriage and their resulting reduction to bare life is also an essential part 
of the chronicle narrative. As Finke and Schichtman explain, “Women—given in marriage to 
strangers—are required to smooth over the conflicts between various political communities. ... 
Exogamy, in the Historia, becomes a means by which imagined communities negotiate their 
differences with one another.”
54
 The transfer of women’s bodies between communities, 
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therefore, is another essential component in ensuring that the dynastic succession transfers 
smoothly. In her person, the woman in the chronicle literally embodies, by containing within her 
body, the sovereignty of the royal lineage. 
 Indeed, prophecy and divine intervention, the means of ensuring dynastic succession 
pursued by figures such as Merlin, serve as vehicles of legitimation only when the smooth 
transmission of lineage fails or is called into question. In their essential function in the chronicle 
narrative, the role of the divine voice or prophet and the role of the woman’s body are largely the 
same: they give grounds for the next sovereign in the dynastic succession to be accepted in his 
position. The difference between Merlin’s role as the prophet who legitimates the rule of 
Aurelius, Uther, and Arthur and the role of women like Brutus’s wife Ignoge, who gives birth to 
his sons and establishes his dynasty in Britain, is that the role of the women is comparatively 
both more physical and more passive. The determination of sovereignty is enacted on and 
through women’s bodies, and while physical effort is needed in order to actually conceive and 
give birth to a new king, the women who do so have little agency in these acts, as they are given 
in marriage by their fathers to their husbands in the system described above. Merlin and the 
kings who receive divine messages—the messages that establish and safeguard the dynastic 
succession and the placement of sovereignty—are also passive vessels in that they receive these 
messages rather than invent them. They are, however, given the power of interpretation, an 
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 Women in the chronicles therefore share the quality of safeguarding the sovereign 
succession possessed by prophets, but that quality is grounded in their physical bodies, 
connecting them to the monstrous physicality of the giants. This liminal space, wherein support 
of the sovereign comes through the body, is unique to women in the chronicles. This liminality, 
moreover, places them at a disadvantage in encounters between these two forms of bare life, the 
female and the supernatural, in the chronicles. Unable to fully capture either the intellectual 
monstrosity of the prophets or the physical monstrosity of the giants, the most common 
interaction between the female and the supernatural in the chronicles is that of victim and 
aggressor or deceiver. While the female figures who themselves possess supernatural qualities 
(described in the following section) are few and largely peripheral in the narrative, the chronicles 
all transmit three major episodes in which women experience some form of rape at the hands of a 
male supernatural figure. Helena, a young relative of King Hoel of Brittany, is violently 
assaulted by the Giant of Mont-Saint Michel, although the chronicles vary in their accounts of 
whether or not she dies before penetrative sexual intercourse can take place; Ygerna, Arthur’s 
mother, is deceived by Merlin into believing she is sleeping with her husband when in fact the 
man is King Uther in disguise; and Adhan, Merlin’s mother, is either violently assaulted by, or 
deceived into sleeping with, a demon whom she believes to be a handsome young man. This 
recurring pattern in the central, Arthurian section of the British chronicles is significant in the 
way it shows the sovereign and the supernatural figure, the monster, as the two sides of the 
sovereign exception, while at the same time the women involved are wholly subject to these two 
opposing figures who signify both the law’s exception and withdrawal. In that they each instigate 
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the removal of political life from the woman and her transformation into a body inclusively 
excluded in the civilization around her—that is, a body whose value is in reproduction, but 
reproduction with political significance—arranged exogamous marriage and rape are the 
“savage” and “civilized” versions of the same thing. For women in the chronicles, there is little 
difference between existence under the law of the sovereign and existence in the space where the 
law has withdrawn from the monster, because these women always already exist in the state of 
bare life once they are exiled from their homes and reduced to politically useful bodies by either 
the sovereign or the monster who would threaten his rule. Accordingly, each instance of 
monstrous violation presents a perversion of the lawful arrangement of exogamous marriage.
56
 
 Adhan is only named in the Prose Brut; elsewhere she is identified primarily by her status 
as Merlin’s mother. In the Historia and the Roman de Brut, she is the daughter of the king of 
Demetia and a nun. In Laȝamon’s Brut, her father’s kingdom is identified only as “þis lond”
57
 (a 
land that includes the town of Kairmerðin, which would indeed be in the part of Wales which 
was once Demetia), but he is named Conaan. Only in the Prose Brut is the character given a 
name of her own, and this is also the only source in which she is identified as a gentlewoman 
rather than as a nun. The identification of the character through her relationships to the men 
around her, and particularly the example in Laȝamon’s Brut of leaving her nameless when her 
father, who does not appear in the narrative, is named, demonstrate the chronicles’ tendency to 
characterize female characters in terms of the role they play in the patriarchal genealogical 
narrative rather than as individuals.
58
 In this respect, the chronicles follow Gayle Rubin’s model 
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of the traffic in women, wherein women are described as being “transacted,” while “it is the men 
who give and take them who are linked, the women being a conduit of a relationship rather than 
a partner of it.”
59
 Finke and Shichtman similarly refer to the chronicle women as “simply vessels 
for the transmission of lineage.”
60
 The only text in which Merlin’s mother herself has a name is 
the one in which her father is not mentioned at all. In deceiving her into having his child, 
however, the demon disrupts the genealogical narrative of succession that is so key to the 
chronicles. The root of this disruption is not Adhan’s lack of knowledge, awareness, or 
willingness; it is the lack of a legal marriage with all that entails, including an arrangement by 
her father to transfer her to her husband’s custody. As Finke and Shichtman explain, “The view 
of women as resources in dynastic expansion no doubt explains the extent to which abduction 
and rape tend to collapse into each other in medieval law. ... The offense of rape was as much 
about stealing a woman away from those under whose authority she lived as it was about sexual 
intercourse.”
61
 For Adhan, though, the experience is similar to what would happen to her if a 
marriage had been arranged: her knowledge and awareness of her husband’s character and her 
willingness to have sex with him could still be in doubt, and yet no crime would have been 
committed. 
 This is demonstrated even more clearly in the case of Ygerna, who is deceived into 
sleeping with Uther under very similar, supernatural circumstances, and yet this encounter does 
result in a legal marriage. The fact that marriage occurs and that the dynastic succession is 
thereby preserved is what sets this episode apart from Adhan’s case or Helena’s and which, as 
has been previously discussed, preserves Merlin as a largely positive influence. In the Historia 
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Regum Britanniae, the desire described is all Uther’s,
62
 and the text emphasizes through 
repetition that “Deceperat namque eam falsa specie quam assumpserat. Deceperat etiam ficticiis 
sermonibus quos ornate conponebat” (He had deceived her by the disguise which he had taken. 
He had deceived her, too, by the lying things that he said to her, things which he planned with 
great skill).
63
 Wace tells us that, in response to Uther’s flirtation, “Ygerne issi se conteneit/Qu’el 
n’otriout ne desdiseit” (Ygerne behaved in such a way as neither to consent nor refuse”),
64
 but 
later states that she is “tuz tens ot le rei duté” (constantly in fear of the king).
65
 In Laȝamon, “heo 
hine leofliche biheold—ah inæt whær he hine luuede!” (she looked kindly upon him—but 
whether she loved him I do not know!) 
66
 but when Uther informs her that he has  deceived her 
and that he has slept with her, she reacts with disbelief, certain that her husband is alive and 
Uther is lying,
67
 a reaction that shows a lack of fondness for the king or willingness to marry 
again. Ygerna’s role in ensuring the succession does not bring her any nearer to political life; she 
is transferred from one marriage to another, bound by the law without being able to take active 
part in it. 
 Helena’s abduction, on the other hand, shows the ultimate disruption of dynastic 
succession in the removal of a noblewoman from her lord’s care and in the violation of her body, 
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which represents the promise of dynastic continuity.
68
 In the Historia Regum Britanniae and the 
Roman de Brut, Helena/Eleine is the niece of Duke Hoel of Brittany; in Laȝamon’s Brut she is 
his daughter; in the Prose Brut, his cousin. Her close ties to the sovereign establish her body as 
significant to the line of dynastic succession, and the Giant of Mont-Saint-Michel disrupts the 
succession first by abducting her, taking her out of Hoel’s control, and then by violating that very 
body through sexual assault and destroying it through murder. There is no chance of recovering 
Helena and placing her back under Hoel’s sovereign law; instead, in her transfer to the giant’s 
control, we see the deprivation of political life taken to its monstrous extreme. By taking Helena 
outside the law, the Giant shows the violence inherent in the way women are legally deprived of 
political life in the chronicles. Finke and Shichtman state that the episode requires us to “ ask ... 
what are the circumstances under which the sexual exchange of women between strangers 
(exogamy) is seen as an acceptable means of establishing political alliances and what are the 
conditions under which such exchanges are constituted as involuntary and hence as rape.”
69
 One 
answer is that rape is a violation of the law and is therefore a punishable crime, but forced 
marriage takes place within the law, when the protection of the law has been removed from the 
woman involved, and is therefore legal. Helena is always subject to either the sovereign or the 
monster, the two poles of the sovereign exception. The closeness of the sovereign to the monster 
and vice versa can be seen in the fact of their control over her body, even as they are 
differentiated by the means of that control. Even when the hill where she is buried is named 
Helena’s/ Eleine’s Tomb after her, allowing her survival in the land itself, that name is later 
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erased and replaced with “Mont-Saint-Michel.” Helena’s body is a point of origin disrupted and 
disavowed at every turn. 
 While Agamben’s theory accounts for homo sacer in the form of the monster, it does not 
consider the specifically gendered sacred lives of women in literature like the Arthurian 
chronicles. Indeed, these women’s bodies serve the opposite purpose of giants’ monstrous 
bodies: while the giants must be killed in order to enable the foundation of sovereignty, the 
women must be kept physically alive, but be deprived or political life and reduced to bare life. 
This is accomplished through their exile from their previous lives and homes in the process of 
exogamous marriage, at which point they become valued solely for the reproductive capabilities 
of their bodies. This value system leaves them vulnerable to both the sovereign and the 
monstrous homo sacer who threatens him. As demonstrated through episodes such as Helena’s 
abduction by the Mont-Saint-Michel giant, one of the surest ways to attack the sovereign’s 
civilization is to disrupt the dynastic succession through the abduction or rape of the sacred life 
responsible for the its foundation or continuation. Just as the sovereign carries within himself the 
civilized reflection of the monster, though, exogamous marriage contains the civilized reflection 
of these rapes and abductions, the removal of the woman from her home and her reduction to 
nothing but a sexualized body whose consent is irrelevant. This shows another way that the 
sovereign and homo sacer are connected to one another, but one that specifically relates to sex 
and gender systems in a way Agamben does not consider. The sovereign, moreover, sees the 
woman herself as a threat, since she has it as much in her power as the monster does to disrupt 
the dynastic succession, and stereotypically her body, like the monster’s is tied to outsized 
desire. Yet the women discussed in this section do not actualize that threat—for the most part, 
they instead fill their role in supporting the sovereign and ensuring the succession. Merlin, too, 
46 
 
supports and legitimates the sovereign and his succession, and through this, he is able to 
overcome his monstrous genetic associations and cross from the role of homo sacer to something 
approaching that of sovereign. Yet Merlin’s supernatural intellect allows him to take on an active 
role and have agency, something the women in this section cannot do, since their supporting role 
still resides in the body, not in the intellect. It remains to be seen how this dynamic might change 
if a woman were to take on a supernatural role, particularly an intellectually supernatural one 
akin to Merlin’s. The following section will explore whether such a woman would, like Merlin, 
be able to exchange the role of homo sacer for that of sovereign. 
 
SUPERNATURAL WOMEN 
 Women are often disowned and ignored points of origin in the chronicles—or, rather, 
they are ignored as anything but points of origin of the life of the next sovereign.
70
 In addition to 
the removal of Helena’s name from her tomb, Fiona Tolhurst has studied the way in which the 
chronicles following Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia steadily diminish the roles of Ygerne and 
Anna, for example, until the only roles they play are those of wife and mother, while any active 
political roles they might have taken are increasingly erased.
71
 The patriarchal tracking of lineage 
in the chronicles, too, ensures that the women, even as mothers, are disavowed in their central 
role in the dynastic succession. The role as the point of origin for sovereignty that women in the 
chronicles share with the land itself is a quality that they also share with the supernatural 
creatures who first inhabit it, especially the giants. This is especially apparent in the character of 
Albyne, mother of the giants inhabiting Albion before the arrival of the Trojans, who equates 
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herself with the land in granting it her name, only to have her sovereignty and identity as the 
originary founder of the island wrested away by the male Trojan conquerors at the same time as 
the physical land itself is wrested from her monstrous offspring. Even her status as the originary 
pre-Trojan inhabitant of the island that becomes Britain is often overwritten by the more well-
known narrative of her gigantic male descendants. Gayle Margherita argues that “for the Middle 
Ages, this nexus of woman, origin, and law finds its clearest and most significant expression in 
the myth of the Fall, whereby Eve as feminine supplement becomes the symptomatic reminder of 
our debt to the ‘Big Other,’ of our obligation to the Law of the Father. Only our rejection of the 
‘bad’ maternal object can guarantee our access to the ‘good’ paternal origin.”
72
 She links the 
rejected feminine origins to a time before language, and equates the embracing of the paternal 
origin with a rejection of the purely physical. It is, of course, their association with the physical 
and disassociation from knowledge and language that keep the women in the chronicles from 
crossing into Merlin’s role of sovereign. It is no coincidence that Albion loses its feminine 
identification at the same time that it loses its monstrous, gigantic inhabitants, and both become a 
false start. Although the giants, as pointed out above, continue to exist behind and before the 
founding of Britain, as a key point of its origin and in the naming of the land itself, they are the 
origin story that the British wish to disown and ignore—it is the conquest of the giants and of 
their female origins that forms Britain. It is fitting, then, to examine how women are rendered as 
bare life, unable to take the position of sovereign in the chronicles, by examining their roles in 
several points of British origin. 
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 On the surface, there is nothing monstrous about the Syrian princess Albyne and her 
thirty-two sisters. They are described in the Prose Brut as “so fayre þat it was wondyr,”
73
 and 
initially, they are placed in the typical position of chronicle women: their marriages to noble men 
are arranged by their father. The passive role of the sisters themselves in this arrangement is 
emphasized in the passively-voiced wording: they “were maryed vnto xxxiij kynges,” and then 
“euery kyng nome his wyf, & lad hem into here one cuntre, and there maad hem quene” (every 
king took his wife and led them into their individual countries, and there made them queens).
74
 
The status of queen is something granted through marriage and not indicative of sovereignty for 
the women. They are in a position to play the most traditional role of chronicle women in 
ensuring and legitimating the dynastic succession. These women, however, reject this role, at 
first by refusing to do their husbands’ wills, and later by murdering them. The initial act of 
defiance is the complaint that “here housebondes were not of so hye parage [lineage] come as 
here fadyr.”
75
  This is a complaint that the law has been unfairly executed, and as such it is a 
claim on the part of the sisters to a political life that their exchange in marriage has denied them. 
They are accordingly fiercely beaten by their husbands, a reminder of their status in the eyes of 
the law as bare life, valued only for their physical bodies, which may be subjected to violence. 
The sisters’ next act, however, is to cut their husbands’ throats, an act that disrupts the dynastic 
succession of each king’s realm and that is punished with exile, banishment from civilization as a 
whole. The viricide indicates the sisters’ monstrosity; their banishment legally confirms it. 
Having escaped the status of homo sacer in marriage, all thirty-three women are banned a second 
time, in an exile that leaves their fate up to the elements. This time, their status as that which may 
be killed is literal. As women, they could be deprived of political life, but their literal lives were 
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still necessary to ensure the dynastic succession; as monsters, this is no longer the case. In 
committing the crime of disrupting the sovereign succession where they were supposed to ensure 
its continuity, they have failed to gain political life and have instead re-entered into the role of 
the outcast, homo sacer—only now, they are not just physical beings, but monsters. 
 Once in their state of exile, Albyne and her sisters attempt again to cross from the role of 
sacred life to that of sovereign in founding their own realm. Albyne, the oldest and most 
dominant sister and the first to set foot on the wilderness where they wash ashore, names the 
island after herself, just as Brutus does later. However, even in doing so, the sisters cannot 
escape the monstrous role into which their actions so counter to the traditional role of women in 
the chronicles have cast them. The kingdom of Albion that they establish fails to become its own 
civilization or city, but rather remains a realm of exile. In fact, the sisters establish the state of 
uncivilized living which will continue, along with their appearance, to mark the giants as banned 
figures living in a state of exception: “whan here vitaill were dispendid, & hem faylled, þei fedde 
hem with erbes & frutes in seson of þ
e
 ȝeer, & so ȝey lyued as þei beste myght. And after þat, þei 
tokyn flessh of diuers beestys, and bycomen wondir fatte, and so þei desirid mannes cumpanye 
and mannys kynde þat hem faylled” (when their victuals were spent and failed them, they fed 
themselves with herbs and fruits in the season of the year, and so they lived as they best might. 
And after that, they took flesh of diverse beasts, and became wonderfully fat, and so they desired 
man’s company and man’s form that failed them).
76
 They do not cultivate the land, instead 
gathering food and, especially, hunting the huge animal population of the island and eating to 
gluttonous excess. In doing so, they come to foreshadow their gigantic offspring both in their 
expanding size and their expanding desire. Giants, as has already been established, have a 
reputation for an excessively physical and sexualized masculinity, as seen in the Mont-Saint-
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Michel giant, and Cohen states specifically that “the Albina myth suggests that this extimate 
other could just as easily be the feminine body, and more specifically the maternal, in all its 
pregnant and originary power.”
77
 In fact, what Cohen calls suggestion comes closer to statement; 
as the princesses continue to live like monsters, in banishment, their sexual desire grows 
excessive: “and so for hete they woxen wondir coraious of kynde þat hem faylled, so þat þey 
desirid more mannys cumpanye þan eny other solas or merthe” (and so because of heat they 
waxed wonderfully desirous of the forms that they lacked, so that they desired man’s company 
more than any other solace or mirth).
78
 It is this that attracts the Devil’s attention to them, 
inciting the next phase of their transformation from women into monsters. 
 Albyne and her sisters’ physicality, their desire, and their way of living from the time of 
their husbands’ murder onward align them with giants and demons, and these monstrous 
qualities attract real demons to them. The role of the sisters in their children’s ultimate, physical 
monstrosity has already been posited above. They are also, however, deceived by these demons 
into the sexual relations that will result in the giants’ birth. The sisters desire “mannys 
cumpanye,” not that of demons, and so the demons take on “bodyes of þ
e
 eyre & likyng natures 
shad of men” (bodies of the air and natures like the shades of men)
79
 so that they appear to be 
men to the women. Although Albyne and her sisters attract the demons through monstrous 
behavior, they are not aware that they are coupling with monsters, and certainly not aware that 
they are creating more monsters. They are deceived about their partners’ true natures just as 
surely as Ygerna and Merlin’s mother are. Even in their exile, more monstrous than sovereign, 
Albyne and her sisters are exposed to other monsters who seek to return them to a perverted form 
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of the patriarchal law under which they were originally rendered as bare life, their bodies made 
to perpetuate a different kind of succession. 
 Albyne and her sisters are characterized as monsters because of their monstrous actions, 
and their associations with the supernatural are only tangential, through their lovers and children. 
At most, they can be said to possess monstrous bodies in that they are afflicted by outsized 
desire. This sort of association with the supernatural, however, is not what enables Merlin to 
approach the role of sovereign from his starting point as homo sacer, though— he is inherently 
supernatural through his half-demonic heritage, a hybrid figure of human and Other; and he is 
supernatural in his intellect. The female figures in the chronicles who themselves likewise 
possess inherent or learned supernatural characteristics are few and largely tangential, and their 
appearances are marked by doubtful veracity at best and disruption of the dynastic succession at 
worst. Some of them come close to achieving Merlin’s feat of approaching sovereignty from the 
marginalized position of homo sacer, but in each case it is their bodies—either in their 
femininity, their monstrosity, or both—that hold them back. 
 The women in the chronicle tradition who are inarguably of supernatural species, echoing 
Merlin’s demonic half, are Laȝamon’s invention. Laȝamon adorns his version of the chronicle 
with a number of supernatural creatures, and among these, we find two that are identifiable as 
female: the mermaids who intercept Brutus and his ships on the way to Britain and Argante, the 
elf queen who awaits Arthur on Avalon. The mermaids are clearly portrayed as malevolent 
figures, equivalent to sirens, although the word is not directly used: 
Þer heo funden þe merminnen þat beoð deor of muchele ginnen; 
wifmen hit þunchet fuliwis, bineoðe þon gurdle hit þuncheð fisc. 
Þeos habbeð swa murie song,  ne beo þa dai na swa long,  
ne bið na man weri heora songes to heræn. 
Hit is half mon and half fisc, hit hafð þes wurse taken fuliwis: 
for his werkes beoð swa swete þat feolan men heo ne maȝen forleten.  
52 
 
(There they found the mermaids which are most singular creatures; they seem manifestly 
to be women but below the girdle appear to be fish. These creatures have such a pleasant 
song that, be the day never so long, no man ever grows weary of hearing their singing. 
Half human and half fish, they nonetheless have this less pleasing aspect: because their 




The poem goes on to describe how Brutus, like Odysseus before him, ties himself to the mast so 
that he does not succumb to the sirens’ temptation. These mermaids, like the giants, are clearly 
monstrous in body—half woman and half fish, as Laȝamon is sure to emphasize twice. As both 
women and monsters, they embody outsized desire. They also carry the association with the 
demonic that we see in so many of the monstrous figures in the chronicles—as in the case for 
Merlin, although unlike Merlin, they do not use their “ginnen” (another word which could mean 
ingenuity, skill or magic) in service of the sovereign and the dynastic succession. They also do 
not use their bodies in that service as the non-supernatural chronicle women do. Instead, like the 
giants or Diana (discussed below), the mermaids attempt to hinder the Trojans in their conquest 
of Britain. As he does with Diana, the Devil, or “wurse” assists them by giving them the ability 
to deceive men; the text is sure to clarify that “his werkes beoð swa swete þat feolan men heo ne 
maȝen forleten” (his works are so sweet that many men may not leave him).
81
 While Merlin’s 
assistance and deceptions may both originate in his association with the demonic, he is also 
given agency in them; the transport of Stonehenge and the disguising of Uther are his works, 
whereas Laȝamon’s mermaids are rendered passive in their use of demonic gifts. They are 
identified as facilitating the Devil’s craft more than they are as manifesting their own. Although 
their monstrous halves apparently override their feminine halves for the most part, the mermaids 
are still denied agency and subjecthood, even their own political life in a demonic patriarchal 
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system. Inherently monstrous women, therefore, unsurprisingly cannot take the position of 
sovereign.   
 Laȝamon also adds elves to his chronicle, and although the nature of these figures is 
inherently ambiguous at best,
82
 the Brut presents them (unlike the mermaids) in a largely positive 
light. They are first mentioned as taking charge of the infant Arthur shortly after his birth: 
Sone swa he com an eorðe, aluen hine iuengen; 
heo bigolen þat child mid galdere swiðe stronge: 
heo ȝeuen him mihte to beon bezst alre cnihten;  
heo ȝeuen him anoðer þing, þat he scolde beon riche king; 
heo ȝiuen him þat þridde, þat he scolde longe libben; 
heo ȝifen him, þat kinebern, custen swiðe gode 
þat he wes mete-custi of alle quike monnen; 
þis þe alue him ȝef, and al swa þat child iþæh.  
 (As soon as he came upon earth, fairies took charge of him; they enchanted the child
 with magic most potent: they gave him strength to be the best of all knights; they gave
 him another gift, that he should be a mighty king; they gave him a third, that he should
 live long; they gave him, that royal child, such good qualities that he was the most liberal




They use their magic to grant Arthur outstanding kingly qualities, an act which reinforces his 
role as sovereign. Additionally, Laȝamon mentions that Arthur’s burnie is made by “on aluisc 
smið mid aðelen his crafte” (an elvish smith with his noble crafts),
84
 identified by name as 
“Wygar, þe witeȝe” (Wygar the wise man or prophet)
85
 and that his sword, Caliburn, “wes iworht 
in Aualun mid wiȝelefulle craften” (was forged in Avalon with magic, ingenious, or cunning 
crafts).
86
  The words used here—“crafte,” “wiȝelefulle craften”—indicate magic, but also skill in 
metalworking. Like Merlin, these elvish smiths use skill and intelligence in order to reinforce 
and legitimate the sovereign’s rule. Wygar’s epithet, “þe witeȝe,” even translates to “seer” or 
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“prophet,” uniting him even more closely with Merlin as a figure who bridges the gap between 
the monster and the sovereign through the use of an outsized intellect. 
 The last elf to be mentioned in the Brut, however, is Argante, and she is not quite so 
unproblematic as her male predecessors. Her role as it is described by Arthur is wholly positive 
and places her in the role of sovereign. As he lies mortally wounded, he tells his nephew, 
Constantine, that 
ich wulle uaren to Aualun, to uairest alrea maidene, 
to Argante þere quene, aluen swiðe sceone; 
and heo scal mine wunden makien alle isuden, 
al hal me makien mid haleweiȝe drenchen.  
And seoðe ich cumen wulle to mine kineriche 
and wunien mid Brutten mid muchelere wunne.  
(I will go to Avalon, to the loveliest of all women, to the queen Argante, fairest of fairy 
women; and she shall make well all my wounds, make me all whole with healing 





Argante is not only a queen, she has the ability to heal Arthur’s wounds, which indicates the 
same sort of craft and knowledge that the makers of Arthur’s sword and burnie possess. Like 
Merlin, Argante is not only supernatural by nature, but by intellect. Laȝamon even connects her 
to Merlin, as the poem concludes with the prophet’s endorsement of her healing abilities: “he 
bodede mid worde—his quiðes weore soðe—/ þan an Arður sculde ȝete cum Anglen to fulste” 
(he proclaimed with words—his prophecies were true—that an Arthur should yet come to help 
the English).
88
 By reiterating that what Merlin says is true, even though it has not happened yet, 
Laȝamon steers the reader away from the sort of doubt surrounding Diana’s and the Sybil’s 
prophecies elsewhere in the chronicles, and thereby also reduces potential doubt in Argante’s 
true abilities or intentions in Arthur’s healing. Still, the fact that Arthur has not returned yet 
renders Argante’s service to the sovereign incomplete; her main role is not in healing him, but in 
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taking him away. Out of all the female supernatural figures in the chronicles, Argante comes 
closest to matching Merlin’s role in bridging the gap between homo sacer and sovereign, with 
characteristics of both sides of the sovereign exception—the sovereign and the monster. She is a 
queen and she uses her supernatural abilities in order to help and reinforce Arthur’s sovereignty 
as well. She also exists in a state of exile, however, in that her realm is not in the heart of the 
civilization of the chronicles, which is Britain. We never see her realm of Aualun, but in order to 
go there, Arthur must be removed from his state of sovereignty and enter a state of exile. 
Although Arthur’s healing may be in the best interest of the realm’s dynastic succession, his 
delayed return serves primarily to interrupt that succession; although he appoints Constantine as 
his successor, there is enough doubt about his legitimacy that there is strife and a lack of unity in 
the kingdom after Arthur’s departure, not the smooth transition a helpful supernatural figure is 
supposed to ensure. Argante is nearly Merlin’s peer, but her distance from the center of 
civilization and her removal of Arthur from it set her apart as less of a bridge between the two 
poles of the state of exception. 
 Of course, the principal means by which the intellectually supernatural legitimate and and 
serve the sovereign is through prophecy, and the chronicles contain mention of two female 
prophets. One of them is the Sybil, who is mentioned in both the Historia Regum Britanniae and 
the Roman de Brut in order to legitimate Arthur’s conquest of Rome. As Arthur’s counselors 
debate the Roman invasion, Hoel lists the previous Britons to take Rome and states, “uaticinia 
Sibille que ueris testantur ex Britannico genere tertio nasciturum qui Romanum obtinebit 
imperium.” (Do not the Sybilline Prophecies testify in verse that for the third time someone born 
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of British blood shall seize the Empire of Rome?)
89
 The prophecy is specified as verse, either 
written down or remembered. Wace goes into more detail: 
Membre tei que Sibille dist 
Es prophecies qu’ele escrist: 
Trei Bretun de Bretainne eistreient 
Ki Rome a force conquereient.  
[...] 
En tei sera la prophecie 
Que Sibille dist acomplie. 
(Remember what the Sybil said, in her written prophecies: three Britons would arise from 
Britain to conquer Rome by force. ... You will be the third to have Rome and conquer it 




Here the prophecy is referred to as written, but is recalled as memory. In either case, the Sybil 
herself is a figure out of the past, and never directly appears in the chronicles. Still, her prophecy 
can be equated with Merlin’s prophecies in that it serves as a legitimating force for Arthur’s rule 
over Rome. Rather than supporting the sovereign as a woman, she supports him primarily as a 
prophet. Her prophecy goes unfulfilled, however; although he does defeat the Emperor Lucius, in 
both of these chronicles, Arthur is recalled to Britain by his nephew’s usurpation of his throne at 
home before he can be crowned Emperor of Rome, and he does not have the time to rule there. It 
is possible that the prophecy is to be interpreted loosely, or that it does not refer to Arthur at all, 
since he is never named as the third Briton to conquer Rome within the prophecy itself, but only 
by his followers. A third possibility is that the Sybil’s prophecy is simply flawed, and proves to 
be incorrect. In any case, the possibility of error surrounds this prophecy and undermines its 
legitimacy, and therefore the Sybil’s as a legitmator of sovereignty. 
 In Laȝamon’s chronicle the Sybil’s prophecy is described as technically fulfilled when 
the Emperor is dead and the lords of Rome begin to appeal to Arthur for protection, but here that 
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successful prophecy is actually described as Merlin’s. After the conquest has actually taken 
place, Laȝamon informs his readers that 
Þa wæs mid soðe ifunde þat Mærlin sæide whilen:  
þat sculden for Arðure Rome ifulle afure, 
and þa wal of stanen quakien and fallen. 
Þas ilke tacninge sculde beon  of Luces þan kaiseren 
and of þan senature þa mid him come of Rome, 
and of þan seoluen wisen þæ þer gunnen resen.  
Þat Merlin i furn-daȝen seide  al heo hit funden þere, 
swa heo duden ære and seoððen wel iwhare— 
ær Arður iboren weore Merlin al hit bodede!  
(Then what Merlin had once said was found to be true: that, because of Arthur, Rome 
should be put to the torch, and the stone walls tremble and fall. These same prophecies 
were to prove true of the emperor Lucius and the senators who had come with him from 
Rome, and of the very manner in which they came to grief there. All that Merlin had 
spoken in former days they then found true, as men everywhere had done and were to 




In Laȝamon’s version, rather than casting ahead to something that will happen, prophecy is called 
on to legitimate something that has already happened, and the prediction is retrospectively 
attributed to the already-established (and male) Merlin rather than to the legendary Sybil. Later, 
after the defeat of the Emperor Lucius, he reinforces this already thrice-repeated referral to 
Merlin, saying. “Þa wes hit itimed þere þat Merlin saide while,/ þat Rom-walles sculden aȝein 
Arðure touallen” (Then what Merlin had said before was fulfilled there,/ That the walls of Rome 
should fall before Arthur).
92
 In making the events of Arthur’s conquest more certain, Laȝamon 
also transfers the prophecy to a more certain figure in the establishment and legitimization of 
sovereignty. This change erases the Sybil entirely from the poetic Brut, disavowing her role as 
originator of this prophecy. She is also not mentioned in the Prose Brut, which uses Wace’s 
Roman de Brut as its principal source. Either the author of the Prose Brut found the mention of 
the Sybil unnecessary, or he chose to remove references to her as a figure more likely to lend 
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doubt than legitimacy to Arthur’s triumph over Rome. Although the Sybil becomes more 
strongly identified as a supernatural intellect than as a female body, she cannot stand on equal 
footing with Merlin because the chronicles seem reluctant to grant this role to a woman without 
reservation, describing her as less reliable than Merlin, giving her role over to Merlin, or erasing 
her altogether.  
 Finally, of the female characters in the chronicles whose supernatural nature is 
comparable to Merlin’s in that it is rooted in the intellect rather than in the body, the one with 
arguably the most influence over the establishment and continuity of British sovereignty is the 
Roman goddess Diana,
93
 who appears to Brutus in a dream and directs him to Britain after he 
sacrifices and prays to her in her temple on a deserted island. In doing so, she appoints Brutus as 
the head of a new dynasty and as sovereign over Britain. She even prophesies the course of the 
dynastic succession, just as Merlin later does for Uther and his lineage. The prophecy in the 
Historia Regum Britanniae is repeated in more or less the same terms in all subsequent 
chronicles: “namque tibi sedes erit illa perennis;/ Hic fiet natis altera Troia tuis./ Hic de prole tua 
reges nascentur, et ipsis/ Totius terre subditus orbis erit” (Down the years this will prove an 
abode suited to you and to your people; and for your descendants it will be a second Troy. A race 
of kings will be born there from your stock and the round circle of the whole earth will be 
subject to them).
94
 The Prose Brut stops short at, “and þat lande to ȝou is destynyed, & ordeigned 
for ȝow & for ȝoure peple,”
95
 but all other chronicles reference the foundation of a new Troy and 
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the royal and world-renowned nature of Brutus’s descendants.
96
 This is the sort of supernatural 
knowledge that Merlin acquires from his demonic father, and it makes sense for Diana to 
likewise have supernatural, divine knowledge, since she is a goddess. This gift for supernatural 
knowledge and language should place her, like Merlin, in a position adjacent to the sovereign’s 
state of exception from the law since Diana is clearly in the position to dictate the dynastic 
succession rather than abide by its rule. The texts of the chronicles, however, undermine this 
divinity by characterizing it as deception, binding Diana into her human, female body and 
making her in the process something closer to a monster than a god. 
 The Historia Regum Britanniae, the earliest of the chronicles, comes closest to accepting 
Diana’s divine status. Throughout that text, she is referred to as “diua” (“the goddess”) and 
“numine loci” (the deity of the place), and when Brutus prays before “effigiem numinis” (the 
statue of the godhead), he calls her, “diua potens nemorum, terror siluestribus apris,/ Cui licet 
amfractus ire per ethereos/ Infernasque domos, terrestria iure resolue” (powerful goddess, terror 
of the forest glades, yet hope of the wild woodlands, you who have the power to go in orbit 
through the airy heavens and the halls of hell).
97
 Although written by a Christian author and in a 
Christian context, the Historia does not attempt to demonize or euhemerize Diana here. The 
subsequent chronicles, however, do not hesitate to do so. While Wace also refers to her as 
“deuesse,” or “goddess,” this term is always used to relate Brutus’s perspective; for example, he 
“la deuesse depreia” (begged the goddess).
98
 At all other points, Wace refers to her as “l’imagë 
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... d’une deuesse” or simply “l’image,”
99
 which Weiss translates as “the idol,” a term that carries 
associations of falsity and heresy. Almost immediately, Wace clarifies that the image or idol of 
the goddess in the temple depicts Diana, not an actual goddess, but  
une divineresse: 
Diables esteit, ki la gent 
Deceveit par enchantement; 
Semblance de feme perneit 
Par quei le pople deceveit. 
Diane se fesait numer 
E deuesse del bois clamer 
(a prophetess. She was a devil who deceived the people through sorcery, taking the 
appearance of a woman by which to delude them. She called herself Diana, claiming to 




Similarly, the Prose Brut states that Diana’s temple contains her “ymage,” and refers to her as “a 




 Men call her a goddess, but she is in fact a lady. 
Brutus’s followers inform him that if he sacrifices to “Dame Diane,” she is “wont to ȝeue 
answere of what þing þat euere men prayed here, & namely vn-to hem þat her honoured with 
sacrifice.”
102
 Each of these accounts humanize Diana, bringing her down from godhood to 
mortality, but they do not remove her powers of prophecy, which should by all accounts place 
her on a level with Merlin: he is a prophet, she is a prophetess. Wace’s Roman de Brut even 
validates Diana’s title of “prophetess,” and like Merlin’s, her prophetic powers are of demonic 
origin.  
 While Merlin is the son of a devil, however, Diana is a devil, simultaneously identified as 
“divineresse,” a term which renders her as Merlin’s human counterpart, and as “diables,” making 
her the counterpart of Merlin’s demonic father. There is no influence in Diana’s heritage that 
would mitigate this diabolic quality, as the innocence of Merlin’s mother mitigates his, and the 
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result is a character who is portrayed as more overtly sinister than Merlin is. She claims to be a 
goddess in order to deceive people into worshipping her. Merlin, too, engages in trickery and 
deceit, particularly in his involvement in the conception of Arthur but, as has already been 
established, his deceit is ultimately in service of the dynastic succession and the preservation of 
its sovereignty. Diana, on the other hand, deceives people into believing that she is a goddess 
simply so that they will worship her. Rather than using her monstrous intellect to serve the 
sovereign, she attempts to gain the position of sovereign for herself, and in doing so, is portrayed 
instead as a monster. Accordingly, her attempt to gain sovereign status is largely unsuccessful, 
her island deserted and her temple long unattended before Brutus’s arrival. 
 This is not the only deceit in which Diana engages in these chronicles. Her message to 
Brutus also contains elements of deception intermixed with the truth of her prophecy. In each of 
these works, Diana’s description of the island of Albion, which will become Britain, contains 
one key omission: “Brute, sub occasu solis trans Gallica regna/ Insula in occeano est <undique 
clausa mari./ Insula in occeano est>, habitata gigantibus olim,/ Nunc deserta quidem, gentibus 
apta tuis” (Brutus, beyond the setting of the sun, past the realms of Gaul, there lies an island in 
the sea, once occupied by giants. Now it is empty and ready for your folk).
103
 Even in the 
Historia, which does not otherwise associate Diana with falseness or deceit, Diana speaks of the 
giants as past inhabitants of the island, whereas the Trojans arrive to find them a very present 
threat. In the Roman de Brut, she likewise states, “Gaiant i soelent abiter” (Giants used to live 
there),
104
 and in the Prose Brut that, “in þat lond were wont to be Geauntȝ; but it is not so, but al 
wyldirnesse.”
105
 Since the Trojans’ battle with the giants is a key element of their founding of 
Britain, this discrepancy is difficult to excuse, especially since subsequent chroniclers do not 
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correct it. It is, at best, a mistake in the prophecy, rendering Diana an inferior prophet, and at 
worst, it is a lie and a trap. With every adaptation of the scene, it becomes more deliberate and 
easier to read as another deception from a figure who, in Wace, is already identified with 
extreme deceit. Cohen states that this is “the first signal, I would argue, that women in the 
Historia—even divine women—are problematic in their relation to this narrative of origin, so 
that for the most part, feminine bodies are relentlessly found wanting or otherwise abjected from 
meaning in the text.”
106
 The Diana prophecy, which should reinforce the foundation of Britain as 
the continuation of the glory of ancient Troy, is undermined in its delivery by a pagan figure in a 
Christian narrative and a female speaker in a patriarchal narrative. While her prophecy of the 
great destiny of the British people and rulers bodes well, Diana becomes the first female figure 
disavowed as a point of origin in the chronicles because she cannot take the position of the 
sovereign in this type of narrative without being problematized. She reinforces the sovereignty of 
the Britons, but not in the way that is acceptable for women in the chronicle narrative; she 
legitimizes it not through her feminine body, but through her knowledge, and that knowledge 
from a female mind in a patriarchal narrative is riddled with error and demonic association. 
 Laȝamon’s Brut is the only chronicle narrative that corrects the description of the giants 
as past inhabitants of the island. His Diana tells Brutus that “Wuniað in þon londe eotantes swiðe 
stronge./ Albion hatte þat lond, ah leode ne beoð þar nane” (Very strong giants live in the land./ 
That land is called Albion, but there are no people there).
107
 With “wuniað” and “beoð,” she uses 
the present tense—giants currently dwell in that land. Laȝamon rewords the previous versions of 
the prophecy so that instead of saying that there are no more giants in Albion, there are instead 
no “leode” there, a word which could mean “people” or “nations.” Either interpretation is 
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correct, since the giants are not entirely human, and they have not organized themselves into 
“civilized” nations—both of which are important in that they distinguish the giants from the 
Trojans as unworthy of the land. Although her prophecies are true here, though, Laȝamon 
disempowers Diana in a different way. He retains from Wace, his primary source, the wording 
that characterizes the statue in Diana’s temple as a false image, calling it an “onlicnesse” 
(likeness).
108
 Like Wace, too, he characterizes Diana as a human woman—the most common 
word he uses to refer to her is “leuedi” (lady)
109
—with demonic associations. The nature of that 
association, though, is very different: 
Þerinne was an onlicnesse a wifmonnes liche; 
feier hit wes and swiðe heih,  an are hæitnesse nome: 
Diana was ihaten  —þe Deouel heo luuede;  
heo dude wnder craftes —þe Scucke hire fulste.  
Heo wes quen of alle wodes þe weoxen on eorðen; 
a þon heðene lawen men heold heo for hehne godd.  
(In it was a statue, the image of a woman; fair it was and very tall, bearing a pagan name: 
it was called Diana—the Devil favoured her; she did magic abetted by the Fiend. She was 





Here people take Diana for a goddess not because she is a devil or a prophet, but because she is 
the Devil’s lover. Laȝamon makes a point of indicating that she only does “wnder craftes” 
(wondrous crafts) because “þe Scucke hire fulste” (the Fiend helped her). This equates Diana 
more closely to Merlin’s mother than to Merlin himself—she is the maiden seduced by a demon, 
and the power of her mind comes only through the attraction provided by her feminine body. 
Unlike Albyne’s sovereignty in Albion, Diana’s is not independent of her sexual relationship 
with the Devil. Albyne is queen before she sleeps with demons, while Diana, the poem implies, 
is queen because of her demonic romance and the power it grants her. The implication here that 
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Diana has the same outsized intellect that Merlin possesses instantly vanishes; instead, her 
knowledge comes from the Devil’s assistance. Although the message she gives is more accurate 
than it is in the other chronicles, it comes not from her own power, but from the ultimate diabolic 
source, undermining the foundation of Britain as a “New Troy” and tainting it with the Devil’s 
influence. Where Diana would appear to possess the prophetic intellectual power to determine 
sovereignty as well as sovereignty in her own right over all of the woods on Earth, the Brut joins 
the other chronicles in twisting that power back into the monstrous side of the sovereign 
exception, reinscribing Diana as bare life. What appear to be powers of the mind are actually tied 
to the body, and what appears to be sovereign power is granted only through a figure who is both 
demonic and male. 
 Diana’s sovereignty in all the chronicles, even where it is portrayed most benignly in the 
Historia Regum Britanniae, is pulled back to more closely resemble the state of the banned 
figure of homo sacer, the state of the giants in the chronicles, in one further way. Diana does not 
dwell in the heart of civilization, as the sovereign does; rather, her dwelling place in each 
chronicle is described as isolated wilderness. The city in which her temple is located was once 
inhabited, but is deserted. Laȝamon’s Brut even parallels its description of the giant-inhabited 
Albion with Diana’s island, saying, “leode nere þar nane,/ ne wapmen ne wifmen, buten westiȝe 
paeðes” (there were no people,/ neither men nor women, but waste tracks).
111
 Again we see the 
word “leode,” indicating a lack of both people and nations. Just as in Albion when Albyne 
arrives there, however, there is an abundance of wildlife to hunt: “Ah swa monie þar waren wilde 
deor þat wnder heom þuhte” (But there were so many wild creatures that they thought it a 
wonder).
112
 Diana, in fact, may be compared to Albyne and her sisters as the sole inhabitant of 
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her island. While she may claim sovereignty, she is actually outside the law in being an exile, 
with no one over whom to exercise her power of sovereign decision. Rather than being cultivated 
by her, civilization has vanished around her and ceased to exist. Wace even describes her temple 
at one point as being “en la crote” (in the cave),
113
 a term strongly reminiscent of the dwelling 
places of the giants on Albion. Diana’s existence is the sort of uncivilized society with a female 
figure at its center which the Trojans must drive out and replace when they arrive on Albion and 
make it cultivated, “civilized,” patriarchal Britain. Diana therefore, in the end, more closely 
resembling the giants than the prophet, is pulled from the position of sovereign to that of monster 
in the state of exception, stripped of political life. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 In the British chronicle tradition, women are inherently linked to the physical 
monstrosities rendered, like them, as bare life in order to establish sovereignty in the realm. Both 
are essential to national foundation, but both must give up their lives—politically, if not 
physically—in order to ensure that nation’s continuance. Agamben does not consider the role of 
women as commodities in chronicles of this sort in drawing his distinction between the life of the 
city and the life of the home; for the noblewomen in the Historia Regum Britanniae, from 
Brutus’s wife, Ignoge, to Arthur’s mother, Ygerna, that distinction is nonexistent. National 
politics are built upon their private lives, and particularly upon the sexual and reproductive 
functions of their bodies. For this reason, although they are not grotesquely oversized as the 
giants are, they are equally defined and marked as Other by their bodies. This connection 
between women and giants in the chronicles is epitomized in Albyne who, in refusing the role of 
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the female homo sacer, becomes the monstrous homo sacer, the grotesque and savage mother of 
giants. 
 Merlin shares a similar link to the demonically hybrid giants, but his masculinity allows 
the development of a monstrous intellect instead of a monstrous body, so that he is endowed with 
preternatural abilities of language and knowledge. These qualities mark him as suspicious, as a 
potential threat, and as homo sacer—but when Merlin refuses this role, he becomes something 
closer to the sovereign than to the monster Albyne becomes. The line between sovereign and 
homo sacer is a thin one, with both occupying states of exception from the law, and Merlin 
demonstrates this in his ability to safeguard the sovereignty through the monstrosity of his 
intellect, transporting Stonehenge and ensuring Arthur’s conception—an act which clearly marks 
his transition to the role of sovereign, as it depends on his ability to render Ygerna bare life. 
Because their role in the chronicles is defined by their physical bodies, however, women cannot 
likewise move from the role of homo sacer to sovereign. This is seen in Albyne and her sisters, 
but it continues as a consistent pattern among the supernatural women whose power ought to 
grant them a position similar to Merlin’s—the mermaids, Argante, the Sybil, and the goddess 
Diana herself. Each falls short of the sovereign-prophet role through association with the female 
body and sexuality that undermine any preternatural knowledge or skill. Although none of them 
follow the typical model of women becoming homo sacer through marriage and motherhood, 
their womanhood and its associations in medieval literature with the body over language/intellect 
still prevent them from attaining the nearness to sovereignty that Merlin does. The mermaids are 
monstrous bodies, disruptive in their outsized desire; Argante and the Sybil are unreliable in their 
prophecies, demonstrating an inferior supernatural intellect (and when the Sybil’s prophecy is 
accurate, it becomes Merlin’s prophecy instead); Diana is both an inaccurate prophet and either 
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the Devil’s lover or a devil herself—either a monster or possessed of monstrous desire. These 
women resemble Merlin, but cannot approach his political role, and are left behind in the 
historical progression of the British chronicles. It would seem that, in the version of British 
history imagined by the Arthurian chroniclers, one cannot be both a woman and a prophet; the 
only way for a woman to truly support sovereignty is through her body. The women of the 
chronicles are therefore necessarily homo sacer, either because they are women or because, in 




BEAUTIES AND BEASTS IN BRETON LAIS 
 
 The Breton lais of Marie de France, composed only a few decades after Wace’s Roman 
de Brut and before Laȝamon’s Brut, present a step away from the claim to history presented by 
the chronicle tradition and, on the other hand, a step toward the fantastic. The shape of the 
fantastic, however, remains largely
1
 the same: there are monsters lurking on the edges of the lais’ 
civilized world, but the boundary between the edge and civilization is even less well-defined. 
Karl Steel reminds us that “the word ‘forest’ comes from the Latin foris, meaning ‘outside,’”
2
 
and that is how the chronicle tradition treats it: a wilderness outside the law, a zone of exile for 
those marked as Other and as homo sacer by the prevailing civilization of the sovereign. As the 
Breton lais usher in the romance tradition, however, characters from the heart of the civilized 
world increasingly venture out into the forest and wilderness, pushing the boundaries of the 
sovereign realm, only to discover that what had been shoved out—the monsters, the feminine,
3
 
and everything in between—is still there, waiting, forming a competing set of sovereignties of 
their own.  
 Critics such as Karl Steel, Randy Schiff, and Joseph Taylor describe the medieval forest 
as a “zone of indistinction,”
4
 blending the wilderness of bare life and the outlaw with a zone 
exhibiting the most absolute law of the sovereign. The royal forest in the Middle Ages was 
reserved for the king’s hunt, and the king and his men alone were allowed to kill their prey here 
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without legal consequence—the perfect example of the king’s standing outside of and 
simultaneously enforcing the law. Steel gives examples of how some monarchs adopted the 
forest as a realm where their sovereignty was absolute outside the hunt: “Henry II ...  in 1175 
reversed his promise not to execute a group of knights who had murdered a forester and made a 
controversial decision to subject even earls, barons, and clergy to the forest law.” He further cites 
“Eleanor’s decision, after her husband’s death, to bypass typical amnesty procedures when she 
spared some forest prisoners from punishment.”
5
 These are English monarchs Marie de France 
would have been most familiar with, and we see the dichotomy of this forest space in both of her 
lais discussed below—in Bisclavret, both king and werewolf hunt in the forest, and in Lanval,  
the hero stumbles upon an enchantress, not precisely in a forest, but in a similar wilderness space 
outside of the court—a “pré” (field or meadow) literally divided from the civilized world by 
“une ewe curaunt” (a swift stream)
6
—where she has set up a base of her own sovereignty as a 
rival to King Arthur’s (lines 44-45).   
 Both Steel and Taylor describe the forest as a place where the lines between one 
sovereignty and another can become blurred.
7
 “Civilization” here is less the monolithic nation of 
the chronicle; there are multiple civilizations within close geographic proximity, at times 
competing with one another, and at times easily confused or conflated with the wilderness 
surrounding them. The Breton context of the lais is particularly pertinent to the depiction of rival 
sovereignties they portray; Marie de France claims the lais originated in Brittany, a territory that 
is itself a zone where rival sovereignties converge and conflict. Both France and England 
claimed rightful sovereignty over Brittany at various points in the medieval period. In the mid- to 
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late-twelfth century, when Marie was composing her lais, Brittany was under English control; it 
remained neutral during the Hundred Years’ War, although both sides claimed it; and by end of 
the fifteenth century, some decades after the composition of Sir Launfal, a Middle English 
retelling of the Lanval story, the territory was well on its way to becoming fully French.
8
 The 
Breton blend of French and British cultural heritage is nowhere more apparent than in the lais 
themselves, stories that claim roots in Celtic British lore—including the legends of Britain’s 
most famous king, Arthur—but told in Anglo-Norman dialect,
9
 and in Marie herself.  
 One of the few things scholars can claim to know with any certainty about Marie de 
France is that she was a woman of French heritage writing in England, and we get a sense of her 
feeling of isolation, even exile, in reading of her isolated and exiled knights and ladies. In 
particular, the lais reflect the rise in the twelfth century of the juvenes, younger sons who became 
knights in search of land, wealth, and inheritance. If unchecked by a chivalric ethos, these 
wandering knights, in a state of effective exile in being deprived of political life, would fall prey 
to what Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, referencing the chronicle giants, calls “the sins of gigantism,” 
citing “social disorder” and corporeal vices.
10
 At the same time, Marie is a poet at the heart of 
court life and the civilization it stands for, part of the system of vassalage and patronage that 
make up the political life of her society; in this respect she is similar to some of her lais’ more 
powerful ladies. Women of the twelfth century were increasingly granted political life in their 
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ability to inherit land and be patronesses as well as recipients of patronage, like Marie.
11
 
Accordingly, the extent to and the ways in which women are allowed to approach or gain 
sovereignty is a recurring theme in the lais, one explored from multiple angles and with varying 
conclusions.  
 In the chronicle tradition, the domestic and political are conflated through the emphasis 
placed on women’s role in ensuring the dynastic succession, but the move away from singular 
literary nationhood combined with these new roles for both men and women contribute to 
changes in that relationship, which also becomes less well-defined. While the chronicles focused 
on the significance of the absolute sovereignty of individual founders and leaders, the depiction 
of sovereignty in romance reflects the historical reality of what Perry Anderson calls “parcelized 
sovereignty.” Anderson explains that “political sovereignty was never focused in a single centre. 
The functions of the State were disintegrated in a vertical allocation downwards ... This 
parcelization of sovereignty was constitutive of the whole feudal mode of production.”
12
 In other 
words, the duties of the sovereign were dispersed, with those ranking immediately under the king 
sharing some of his sovereign power, those below them sharing some of theirs, and so on. This 
results in a central sovereign figure with less sovereign power, and those around him gaining a 
certain amount of sovereignty of their own. Agamben’s theory, while based in a historicist 
perspective, does not account for this reality. Karl Steel concedes that even the idea of the 
monarch’s sovereignty in the forest could not truly be absolute, and that “to take the forest as a 
sovereign space with the king at top or center is to flatter the king, or to fear him too much.”
13
 
The feudal relationship among kings, barons, and lords creates a dispersal of sovereignty among 
multiple individuals at different levels, and the system of patronage that plays such an important 
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part in the Lanval stories disperses that power even more. Under the patronage system, which is 
at the heart of so much of romance, albeit less overtly than in Lanval and Sir Launfal, the ability 
to grant or revoke wealth becomes the ability to grant or revoke political life, creating the 
opportunity for parties previously without political life, particularly women, to become—to a 
certain extent—sovereign. In the late fourteenth century, the time of the composition of Sir 
Launfal, these opportunities were expanding also to the gentry class, who were “almost 
universally literate and with the necessary means to procure literary texts, becoming aware of 
themselves as occupying a unique social position—and romance, in particular, stepped in to fill 
the cultural needs of such readers.”
14
 This creates a collapse or an indistinction in romance 
between Agamben’s clearly delineated home and city, one that impacted romance literature just 
as it was impacted by it. Romance-related narratives such as the lais discussed here seek to 
define the limits of who qualifies for what parcel of sovereignty, creating characters who often 
drift between the sovereign and homo sacer positions—because, if there are more people in the 
position of sovereign, there are bound to be more homines sacri created. The position of homo 
sacer takes on less national and more local or even personal significance. Caroline Walker 
Bynum describes the twelfth century as a time of “anxiety—a need for limits, for knowing what 
is outside, other, different, as well as what is home and self. Thus we find, in the years around 
1200, a new fascination with the other and with images of change.”
15
 Marie de France and her 
lais epitomize this fascination in embodying the position of simultaneous insider and outsider, 
the inclusive exclusion that was becoming more common in both the literature and the world of 
the twelfth century.  
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 While these dynamics between national and domestic spheres of sovereignty play out in 
the simultaneously civilized and wild zones of indistinction present in many of Marie’s lais, 
including the fairy realm of Yonec and the forests of Guigemar, this chapter will focus on 
Bisclavret, Lanval, and the Middle English retelling of the latter, Sir Launfal. Bisclavret is not 
Arthurian,
16
 but since Agamben discusses it in his work on homo sacer, it has drawn more 
critical attention in this vein than any other Breton lai, and therefore serves to establish the 
framework of how Agamben’s work applies to the way sovereignty is worked out through the 
lens of the supernatural in the Breton lais. I then apply this framework to my analysis of Lanval 
and Sir Launfal. Lanval is the only one of Marie’s lais that is explicitly Arthurian; Sir Launfal is 
the best known of several adaptations of Lanval, and although it is likely that its author, Thomas 
Chestre, was not directly familiar with Marie’s work,
17
 its differences from the original lai create 
fertile ground for comparison and analysis. The female characters in each of these works achieve 
some level of sovereignty, but although they are not typically hindered by their feminine bodies 
as in the chronicle tradition, they are still inextricably embodied. Unlike the male sovereign 
figures of these lais, the women’s worthiness as sovereigns is marked on their bodies as either 
beauty or monstrosity. 
 
BISCLAVRET 
 Bisclavret is Marie de France’s lai of a loyal baron who also happens to sometimes shed 
his clothing and turn into a wolf. When his wife finds out about his transformative occupation, 
she takes a lover to help her trap Bisclavret in his wolf form by stealing his clothes. Fortunately, 
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even as a wolf Bisclavret retains his human sentience enough to act as a loyal vassal to the king, 
and so he is taken into the king’s household and treated well until his wife and her new husband 
arrive at court. Bisclavret attacks each in turn, even ripping off his wife’s nose, behavior that 
puzzles all but a wise old man who infers that, due to the specificity of the attacks, the newfound 
wolf may be the missing vassal Bisclavret. Once the wife confesses, the king gives the wolf the 
use of his chamber and some clothes so that he may transform back into a man, after which 
Bisclavret is restored to his position and his wife and her lover are exiled. 
 In Homo Sacer, Giorgio Agamben specifically mentions werewolves, and Bisclavret in 
particular, as representative of the concept of the homo sacer in all its liminality. He describes 
the werewolf as “what had to remain in the collective unconscious as a monstrous hybrid of 
human and animal, divided between the forest and the city,” and “therefore, in its origin the 
figure of the man who has been banned from the city” (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 105).
18
 For 
Agamben, it is key that the werewolf “is precisely neither man nor beast, and ... dwells 
paradoxically within both [city and forest] while belonging to neither” (105), therefore 
embodying the inclusive exclusion he cites as an essential part of the homo sacer designation. He 
further cites Bisclavret as a perfect example of both this indistinction between human and animal 
and inclusive exclusion at work, especially in the relationship between Bisclavret (homo sacer) 
and his king (the sovereign); particularly of note, according to Agamben, is “that Bisclavret’s 
final transformation back into a human takes place on the very bed of the sovereign” (108). This 
highlights the inherent connection Agamben sees between sovereign and homo sacer in that both 
exist outside the law and that in the sovereign’s power to decide who may be killed lies the 
potential for—or the threat of—beast-like behavior, the animal in the heart of the man and the 
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wilderness in the heart of civilization. In this section, I will expand on Agamben’s analysis by 
delving into the extent to which the roles of sovereign and homo sacer blend into one another, 
not just in Bisclavret and the king, but also in Bisclavret’s wife, and how issues of gender affect 
the transition between one role and the other.  
 Beyond the moment of transformation, the extent to which both Bisclavret and his king 
dwell in a zone of indistinction between man and beast is evident throughout the lai, a fact that 
Agamben and scholars such as Emma Campbell, in focusing only on the events surrounding the 
wife’s arrival at court and the discovery of Bisclavret’s identity, have not explored.
19
 Although 
Bisclavret is introduced as “beaus chevaliers e bons esteit./ E noblement se cunteneit” (a fine, 
handsome knight/ who behaved nobly) (lines 17-18),
20
 his wife is “creim tant vostre curut/ Que 
nule rien tant ne redut”  (so afraid of your anger/ that nothing frightens me more) (lines 35-36). 
This declaration comes before the wife knows about her husband’s wolf form, so the anger (for 
there is, at this point, no reason for the wife to lie about her fear) dwells in the man just as surely 
as the knight’s courtesy, which so stuns the king and all his other barons, dwells in the beast.
21
 
Indeed, this must be the case, for if that courtesy remains once Bisclavret is in wolf form, some 
degree of the rage that leads him to tear his wife’s nose off must remain in the man.
22
 Bisclavret 
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does not exist in a zone of indistinction simply because his body can transition between that of a 
man and that of a wolf; rather, in his behavior, he is, in Agamben’s terms, “precisely neither man 
nor beast, and ... paradoxically within both while belonging to neither” (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 
105). This is highlighted in the fact that, as Susan Crane points out, “‘Bisclavret’ is both an 
individual’s proper name and the generalized noun for something like a species.” Rather than 
using the proper noun to designate the man and the improper noun to designate the wolf,  Marie 
uses both interchangeably: “They are equivalent representations of the creature.”
23
 Bisclavret is 
always both Bisclavret, the man, and a bisclavret, the animal. 
 Significantly, though, the behavior that marks Bisclavret as existing in this zone of 
indistinction exists also in the sovereign, the king himself. Although the king appears as the 
emblem of nobility and civilization, has the respect of his barons, and even spares the life of a 
wolf that humbles itself before him, when it is intimated to him that the wolf might be attacking 
two of his subjects for some wrongdoing on their part,  
Le chevalier ad retenu, 
De l’autre part la dame ad prise 
E en mut grant destresce mise. 
Tant par destresce e par poür 
Tut li cunta de sun seignur  
(lines 262-66; 
he detained the knight. 
At the same time he took the wife 
and subjected her to torture; 
out of fear and pain 
she told all about her husband). 
 
                                                                                                                                                             
since the werewolf displays a capacity for (misogynistic) punishment” and that “to the extent that he is endowed 
with the ability to punish, Bisclavret has more in common with the figure of the sovereign than with a state of living 
inside/outside the law” (The Philosophy of Agamben, 454). Crane has even more doubts: “I can agree that the 
bisclavret’s bites take vengeance, but nowhere does the text specify that his vengeance is rightful or virtuous” 
(Gender and Romance, 64). 
23
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This is savage behavior, but it is also the king’s justice; Emma Campbell explains that “if this 
combined course of action reinforces the legitimacy of the power of the king in this text, it also 
means that human sovereignty occupies an ambiguous threshold between human and animal 
violence, though one where reason and legal process at least notionally guide what might 
otherwise be interpreted as animal brutality.”
24
 This is how the beast dwells not just in the heart 
of the forest, outside civilization, but in the heart of the court.
25
  
 In torturing Bisclavret’s wife and, later, in exiling her, the king is exercising his 
sovereignty—his ability to decide who may be killed, either literally or metaphorically, in being 
banished or deprived of political life. He exercises this same ability in Bisclavret’s transition 
from wolf back to man—the transition Agamben claims as significant because it takes place on 
the sovereign’s own bed. Bisclavret first becomes homo sacer when he is deprived of political 
life—that is, when he ceases to appear as human and appears instead as a wolf.
26
 Appearing as a 
wolf to everyone around him, Bisclavret no longer enjoys the political rights of a human; they 
are withdrawn from him—that is, until the king marks him as an exception. It is noteworthy that, 
within the narrative, Bisclavret and the king first encounter one another in the forest, a meeting 
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that exemplifies how “the medieval forest is simultaneously a space of absolute law and its 
seeming opposite—utter wilderness,”
27
 or, in biopolitical terms, “the entanglement of what the 
classical Greeks kept separate—zoe, or the simple face of living, embodied in all flora and fauna 
outside of the polis, and bios, or political life, as a living caught up in law.”
28
 The wild landscape 
Bisclavret escapes to in order to give in to his ravenous werewolf impulses is also the highly-
regulated king’s forest, where the sovereign, at least theoretically, exercises absolute control.
29
 
The king is engaged in the clearest exercise of his sovereignty in the forest, the hunt,
30
 and he 
chooses to exercise his sovereignty on Bisclavret. When the wolf Bisclavret does homage to the 
king, he marvels and declares, “A la beste durrai ma pes” (line 159; I’ll extend my peace to this 
creature). He brings Bisclavret back under his juridical power, or his “peace.” Accordingly, the 
wolf is treated like a man at court and his attacks on his wife and her lover are given the human 
motivation of revenge.
31
 He is even given legal recourse at this point; rather than deeming that he 
may be killed, the king creates an opportunity for Bisclavret’s innocence to be proven under the 
law, through his wife’s confession and his own re-transformation.  
 Bisclavret’s final return to human form, on which Agamben places such emphasis, is 
therefore only the culmination of Bisclavret’s return into political life, one that erases the 
physical animality that previously signified his status as homo sacer. Again, it is the king’s 
judgment that allows this full return to humanity and the political life that accompanies it. The 
lai makes sure we understand this by stating that “Li reis meïsmes l’en mena/ E tuz les hus sur 
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lui ferma” (lines 293-94; The king himself led the way/ and closed all the doors on him”), using 
“meïsmes” (himself) to reinforce the kingly identity of the actor. It is subsequently the king who 
leads the way back to his chamber to find the knight sleeping “su le demeine lit al rei” (line 298; 
on the king’s royal bed). When Bisclavret awakes, it is the king who embraces him,
32
 cementing 
his acceptance back into civilization—and then he makes that acceptance legal, by returning all 
of Bisclavret’s lands to him.
33
 In the end, Bisclavret is entirely restored to the political life he had 
once claimed. The king’s active role as sovereign is again emphasized when he removes political 
life from the wife and her lover: “La femme a del païs ostee/ E chaciee de la cuntree” (lines 305-
306; He banished the wife,/ chased her out of the country). He is portrayed as taking an active 
role, personally chasing her out. Thus, at the sovereign’s discretion, Bisclavret’s wife takes his 
place as exile—and, I would argue, as homo sacer.  
 In order to qualify as homo sacer, though, one must first have political life; it is the 
removal of this political life that designates the homo sacer status. My previous chapter argued 
that women in exogamous royal marriages qualified as homo sacer because their proximity to the 
sovereign and their roles in diplomatic and national affairs grant them a political life that is 
subsequently removed from them when, in marriage, their roles are limited to what may be 
accomplished through their female bodies. Non-royal marriages like that of Bisclavret and his 
wife, however, would in Agamben’s terms ostensibly fall into the domestic realm of “the home” 
rather than the political one of “the city”—they are not sufficiently significant to be considered 
political. The distinction, according to Agamben, is one of scale and scope: “the father’s power 
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should not be confused with the power to kill, which lies within the competence of the father or 
the husband who catches his wife or daughter in the act of adultery” (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 
88).
34
 Such a killing would still be subject to legal consequence, instead of taking place outside 
of it.
35
 On the surface, Bisclavret’s attack on his wife would seem to fall into the category of the 
father/husband’s domestic power over the adulterous wife, but this interpretation ignores the 
significance of the wife’s complete role in the lai and the evolving role of women in medieval 
history and literature. While women in the chronicle tradition rarely perform roles outside of 
those designated by their female bodies, the roles of women in romance are less confined. Amy 
N. Vines points out that “female characters in these narratives function in many ways as the 
arbiters of the chivalric ideal,”
36
 and since that ideal defines the parameters of political life, these 
characters gain a participatory role exceeding that of bare life, as advisors and patrons.
37
 This 
development in literature reflects the increasing role of women in those roles in the twelfth 
century, when “agricultural, economic, and urban growth ... led to transformations of  familial 
and social structure that made it increasingly possible ... for people—especially privileged 
people—to change their social roles.”
38
 These changes made women part of the system of 
sovereignty and vassalage, but significantly, outside of wives acting as patronesses, the women 
performing sovereign roles in romance tend to be unmarried. More to the point, at a time when 
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“the English household” was “a locus of administrative power,”
39
 even knights or barons such as 
Bisclavret could be considered sovereigns in a more limited scope under parcelized sovereignty. 
Accordingly, Erin Felicia Labbie refers to Bisclavret and his wife as sharing a “contractual and 
cultural (political) marriage bond,”
40
 not merely a private and domestic one. This would render 
Bisclavret’s wife his vassal, just as a queen becomes the vassal of her king—her political life 
reverts to him.
41
 However, in spite of this, the role Bisclavret’s wife plays in his entrapment in 
wolf form is analogous to the king’s in removing it: the wife, too, takes on the role of sovereign. 
Just as the king dictates Bisclavret’s return to humanity, civilization, and political life, so does 
his wife dictate his exile from it. Granted privileged knowledge about the means of Bisclavret’s 
transformation, the wife takes away the clothes the king must restore, thus exiling Bisclavret to 
the wilderness and to his wolf form, rendering him as bare life.
42
 She is, aside from the king, the 
only character in the lai to exercise this kind of power over the political life of another, an aspect 
of the character that critics have previously not explored. This means that she herself possesses 
political life—what seems to be a domestic act on her part is actually a political one.
43
 
 Bisclavret’s wife also shares with the king and with Bisclavret a certain indistinction 
between sovereign and homo sacer; as surely as she possesses qualities of the sovereign, she 
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 She does recruit a man, the one she ends up marrying, to actually take the clothes, but he is only her instrument; 
she has taken the sovereign action of determining that Bisclavret should have his political life revoked. Cf. Morgan 
le Fay and Accolon in the fourth chapter of this project. 
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possesses qualities of the beast, and this becomes increasingly apparent throughout the lai. In 
many ways, Bisclavret’s wife’s journey to the status of homo sacer parallels that of Albyne of 
Albion in the Prose Brut. It is marked by three primary qualities: disruptive sexuality, deformed 
appearance, and exile. For Albyne and her sisters, exile instigates the transformation into homo 
sacer, whereas with Bisclavret’s wife, it is the culmination of the process. In each case, though, 
sexual behavior that threatens the patrilineal succession is paired with an altered appearance 
marking the woman in question as monstrous.
44
 Albyne and her sisters become grotesque in 
appearance as they live off the land in Albion; Bisclavret’s wife instigates an affair and then has 
her nose ripped off, an external signifier of her internal monstrosity.
45
 The affair is particularly 
offensive in that it is not motivated by love—the lai informs us that, although the knight has long 
loved the lady, “Ele ne l’aveit unc amé/ Ne de s’amur aseüré” (lines 107-108; She’d never loved 
him at all,/ nor pledged her love to him)—but rather by the need for an accomplice in the 
betrayal of her husband. Her offer to the knight, moreover, is focused on the body such that it 
indicates the sort of outsized sexual desire deemed inherently threatening in women: “M’amur e 
mun cors vus otrei:/ Vostre drue faites de mei!” (lines 115-116; I offer you my love and my 
body/ make me your mistress!). In this way, Bisclavret’s wife mounts a twofold attack on her 
husband and the ordered state he is a part of: she revokes Bisclavret’s political life and enables 
the pollution of his succession.  
 Following this sexual and political transgression, Bisclavret’s wife is physically 
disfigured in a manner that marks her as separate from civilized society: the wolf Bisclavret rips 
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Emma Campbell  points out that “The kind of life considered less than human in these texts is not ultimately 
dependent on animal form; rather, it is behavior marked as uncourtly and treasonous that comes to distinguish life 
valued as fully human from that which is not.” “Homo Sacer,” 105. 
45
The significance of the nose specifically being violently removed has been debated by critics. Blud, in “Wolves’ 
Heads,” says that  “The removal of the nose and ears was thus also inscribed in the law codes of Cnut and his 
successors (including Henry I) as the fitting punishment for an unfaithful wife” (335); Crane, in Gender and 
Romance, sees it as “a mark of sin and the Fall” (65); and Labbie, in Lacan’s Medievalism, calls it “a form of rape 
and castration” (84). 
83 
 
the nose from her face, an action that “den[ies] her any recourse to or defense from the law.”
46
 
Just as with Albyne, the physical transformation is directly linked to the sexual transgression; it 
is cuckolded Bisclavret, not the king, who administers this punishment, and it is subsequently 
linked to the wife’s offspring:   
Enfanz en a asez eü; 
Puis unt esté bien cuneü 
E del semblant e del visage: 
Plusurs des femmes del lignage, 
C’est veritez, senz nes sunt neies 
E sovent ierent esnasees  
(lines 309-314; 
She had several children 
who were widely known 
for their appearance: 
several women of the family 
were actually born without noses, 
and lived out their lives noseless). 
 
Bisclavret therefore pollutes his wife’s bloodline just as she has threatened to pollute his.
47
 As 
much as the fate of Bisclavret’s wife as homo sacer mirrors that of Albyne, in fact, it resembles 
that of Bisclavret himself just as closely. Bisclavret, too, is set apart from his society by a strange 
physical appearance, and the fact that the absence of clothes is necessary for his werewolf 
transformation alongside his wife’s appalled reaction to this particular aspect of his lycanthropy 
gives Bisclavret, too, an undertone of outsized and potentially threatening sexuality.
48
 In the 
wife’s case, the arbitrary nature of the curse on her offspring enhances its significance as a mark 
of exception and potentially provides a misogynistic comment about the nature of women—they 
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all have the potential for monstrosity, and one never knows in whom it will manifest.
49
 
Alternatively, Karl Steel attributes the randomness of the curse on the wife’s descendants as 
evidence of “this continuing, unequal, inescapable, and arbitrary violence of sovereignty” and “a 
fearsome example to others of what it means to try to get away from the werewolf of the law.”
50
 
And so for Bisclavret’s wife, just as for Bisclavret, this physical transformation leads to a more 
concrete and geographical exile from civilized society.
51
 This point at which Bisclavret’s 
situation and his wife’s are entirely reversed is the final step in her transformation from 
sovereign to homo sacer or bare life, the point at which the political life she had seized in 
visiting the same punishment upon Bisclavret is completely revoked. She and the women of her 
family form almost a second species of not-quite-human women outside the bounds of 
civilization, the threat of their sexual desire marked by their noselessness. 
 The removal of the wife’s nose, by itself, would appear to fall within Agamben’s realm 
of the home—Bisclavret, the outraged husband, exercises his right as master of the house in 
punishing his wife for her adultery; removed from the political context of the twelfth-century 
manor, this is a domestic affair. Yet this punishment takes place in public, before the entire court, 
bringing it into the official and juridical realm. It goes further beyond the merely domestic when 
Bisclavret is not punished under the law for his actions; rather, Bisclavret’s wife is punished like 
a vassal who betrays a sovereign—tortured by the king and then exiled, rendered homo sacer.
52
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This is the sort of punishment Arthur delivers to the Mont-Saint-Michel giant or Brutus to the 
giants of Albion—it is the act of a sovereign legitimizing and safeguarding his sovereignty by 
eliminating a rival or threat. It is essential in these circumstances, however, that the threat first be 
made Other and monstrous. Otherwise, the sovereign is simply dealing with a rival civilization or 
sovereignty, and such a rival cannot be dealt with outside of the law as homo sacer. What marks 
Bisclavret’s wife as homo sacer is her physical monstrosity, but also what that monstrosity 
signifies: that she usurped the position of sovereign wrongfully, acting not as a vassal to her 
husband but as the arbiter of his own political life. In a sense, then, Bisclavret’s wife becomes 
homo sacer because she is a married woman who attempts to fill the role of sovereign, seizing 
political life that should not have been hers. This way of viewing the character demonstrates the 
extent to which the dynamics of sovereign and homo sacer in Bisclavret are not just malleable, 
as previous critics have pointed out, but also gendered. Her female body alone does not Other her 
sufficiently, however—her breach of conduct must be further marked by her altered physical 
appearance in order to complete her transformation into the monstrous.
53
 Unlike the women of 
the chronicle tradition, whose femininity alone marks them as potential homines sacri, 
Bisclavret’s wife must be a monster to be exiled just as surely as Bisclavret must be. Or, rather, 
she must be a physically marred or unattractive woman, and that signifies monstrosity as 
completely as Bisclavret’s transformation into the body of a wolf does. Her lack of a nose 
                                                                                                                                                             
lady’s suffering is not described in the text, the very fact of her interrogation under torture could be read as a 
negation of her humanity. Either way, the confession this inquisitional torture is designed to exact confirms the 
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 Marie de France’s Lanval also deals with the theme of how exteriority reflects or fails to 
reflect inner character. Bisclavret serves as an introduction to the connections Marie draws 
between gender, monstrosity, and sovereignty, and how what Agamben would define as the 
domestic and political realms overlap in the lais. While Bisclavret’s wife’s physical flaw serves 
to indicate her inherent and earned unsuitability for sovereignty, Marie’s lai of Lanval and its 
Middle English adaptation, Thomas Chestre’s Sir Launfal, carry the association further and to its 
opposite extent: in women, an exterior beauty may be indicative of a right to sovereignty they 
might not otherwise possess, legitimizing their claims to political life outside of the domestic 
realm of the home, particularly in the role of patroness.  
 Lanval, like Bisclavret, is a lai very much concerned with the different forms that states 
of exile and of sovereignty can take and how physical appearance influences the line between 
sovereign and homo sacer. It tells the story of Lanval, a foreign knight at King Arthur’s court 
who is overlooked when it comes time for the king to distribute rewards for service. In despair, 
Lanval wanders outside the court, where he meets a lady who grants him both her love and the 
monetary gifts the king has neglected, on the condition that Lanval not reveal her existence to 
anyone at court. Although Marie does not use the term, maintaining an ambiguity around 
whether her supernatural ability is inherent or learned, this lady is likely a fairy. Laurence Harf-
Lancner asserts that while fairy lovers are not commonly called “fairies” until the thirteenth 





 Her realm is located on the opposite side of a stream Lanval’s horse refuses to 
cross, a hint that he is entering a fairy realm. Most importantly, though, fairy ladies have 
supernatural abilities and, “more beautiful than the most beautiful among mortal women, they 
immediately inspire love.”
55
 As described below, the lady’s beauty, which surpasses the queen’s, 
is one of her most significant characteristics, and Lanval’s love is instantaneous. He agrees to her 
conditions unreservedly. Unfortunately, when the queen attempts to seduce Lanval and he 
refuses her, he both breaks his promise to his lady and is falsely accused of treason by the queen. 
He stands trial for his supposed crime, and it is only at the last minute that the lady, in spite of 
Lanval’s transgression against her, arrives to acquit him. He then leaps onto her horse and she 
carries him to Avalon. 
 From the outset, it is apparent that King Arthur’s sovereignty in Lanval is at best 
imperfect. We are told that he and his court are at Cardoel because the Scots and Picts 
“destrueient le païs;/ En la tere de Logre entroent/ E mut suvent la damagoent” (lines 8-10; were 
destroying the land./ They invaded Logres/ and laid it waste).
56
 Yet instead of fighting the 
invaders, safeguarding his realm, Arthur is holding celebrations for Pentecost. Although 
rewarding his knights is an essential service, and it is possible that he is rewarding them for their 
service in fighting against the Picts and Scots, Marie segues from mention of the hostile invaders 
and their destruction to the feasting and revelry with no mention of defense at all, which could 
make Arthur appear negligent
57
—and that is before we discover that in the realm of gift-giving, 
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too, he is severely lacking. Arthur distributes both wives and lands to his counts and barons; both 
lands and wives are essential acquisitions for the sovereign, as has previously been discussed, 
and Arthur’s mastery over them and ability to determine their distribution cements his 
sovereignty.
58
 In the event that instigates the plot of the lai, though, Arthur forgets to reward his 
vassal Lanval. In the realm of this lai, these gifts—wives, land, monetary rewards—are, I argue, 
akin to political life; they enable the knight to remain active in the political realm of the court. 
Dating from the reign of Henry I, the ability to attain and maintain status at court required a 
substantial and increasing financial input in the form of the knights’ fees necessary to maintain 
land, buy armor and equipment, and pay scutage in place of military service
59
—and these 
contributions only brush the surface of the extent of the patronage system. Laurie Finke and 
Martin Shichtman explain that “patronage relationships dominated all aspects of social 
interaction during this period”
60
 and that “patronage relations always involve the exchange of 
different kinds of resources. These resources might be material and economic ... or political and 
military ... often they were intangible, but no less vital, resources such as prestige, influence, and 
status.”
61
 This description epitomizes the makeup of political life—it is a political life rendered 
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economic. In depriving Lanval of participation in this system, Arthur renders Lanval as bare 
life—but he does so accidentally, not as the deliberate act of a sovereign.
62
 This is instead a lapse 
in his sovereignty and, as events prove, it provides an opportunity for Lanval to come into the 
service of a new sovereign instead. 
 Another significant curtailing of Arthur’s sovereignty is demonstrated when the queen 
accuses Lanval of treason. According to Agamben’s standards, sovereignty rests in absolute 
power over the life and death of another, and subsequently the ability to determine a subject like 
Lanval’s fate outside the law, but in this lai and in accordance with twelfth-century legal 
standards,
63
 Arthur must submit to the reality of parcelized sovereignty and the judgment of his 
barons. At first his anger is intimidating to them, and they bend to whatever the king wants:  
“Cil unt sun commandement fait: 
U eus seit bel u eus seit lait, 
Comunement i sunt alé; 
Si unt jugié e esgardé”  
(lines 385-88; 
They did as he commanded, 
whether they liked it or not. 
They assembled, 
judged, and decided). 
 
Even here, though, it is clear that the power of decision over Lanval’s life and death ultimately 
rests with the barons rather than with the king.
64
 As the trial goes forward, the barons are 
divided, with some pitying and wanting to support Lanval, and others wanting to condemn him 
“pur la volenté lur siegnur” (line 432; in order to satisfy their lord). The lord himself grows 
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increasingly angry as the verdict is delayed, the frustration of a normally powerful man rendered 
powerless. When the lady finally comes to Lanval’s rescue, it is the barons, not the king, to 
whom she appeals: 
“Si par mei peot estre aquitez, 
Par vox baruns seit delivrez!” 
Ceo qu’il en jugerunt par dreit 
Li reis otrie k’issi seit  
(lines 623-26; 
“if he can be acquitted through me, 
let him be set free by your barons.” 
Whatever the barons judged by law 
the king promised would prevail). 
 
The lady’s appeal to the barons is in accordance with proper legal procedure, but it still puts the 
king at one remove from sovereignty over Lanval’s life. Marie emphasizes here the barons’ role 
in Lanval’s pardon and the king’s lack of one. In the end, the king must properly abide by his 
barons’ decision, even though he does not like it. In comparison to the sovereign described by 
Agamben, and even to the king in Bisclavret, who tortures and banishes Bisclavret’s wife 
himself, the King Arthur of Lanval possesses a diminished sovereignty, particularly in his power 
over Lanval. 
 Lanval’s own status in the lai is perhaps even more nebulous. He enters the narrative as a 
stranger at Arthur’s court:  
Fiz a rei fu, de haut parage, 
Mes luin ert de sun heritage! 
De la meisniee le rei fu? 
Tut sun aveir ad despendu, 
Kar li reis rien ne li dona 
Ne Lanval ne li demanda. 
Ore est Lanval mut emtrepris, 
Mut est dolenz, mut est pensis!  
(lines 27-34; 
He was the son of a king of high degree 
but he was far from his heritage. 
He was of the king’s household 
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but he had spent all his wealth, 
for the king gave him nothing  
nor did Lanval ask. 
Now Lanval was in difficulty, 
depressed and very worried). 
 
He has left his father’s court, where he had a clear political status as the son of the king, and has 
entered Arthur’s court, where it seems he initially enjoyed political life as well—but that is 
stripped from him when Arthur forgets to reward him.
65
 In this court, as has been established, 
political life—the ability to live according to one’s status and take an active part in the life of the 
court, the juridical order, and the system of patronage—is determined by material wealth; when 
Lanval has wealth, he can lodge in the heart of the court and perform the actions indicative of 
political life for a man of his station, including entertaining guests, giving gifts, releasing 
prisoners, and dressing jongleurs.
66
 When he is unable to do these things, he is in effect exiled 
from political life—and so, at the beginning of the lai, he imposes on himself a physical exile. 
He leaves the court and enters the wilderness, feeling lonely and isolated. At this point, however, 
he encounters the lady who will restore his political life; in fact, it is because of this that Lanval 
is tried by the barons as described above after offending the queen. Without the political life the 
lady’s patronage enables him to enact, Lanval would still be homo sacer when the queen accuses 
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him and able to be killed outside the law rather than tried fairly within it, with supporters to serve 
as pledges and a certain amount of sympathy from the barons. 
 The above paragraphs address the status of Lanval and King Arthur as problematic 
sovereign and homo sacer. The mysterious lady, however, requires closer examination. She is 
undoubtedly a supernatural figure and, as has been established, Lanval meets her in the 
wilderness, so it would be logical to place her in the same category as Bisclavret’s maimed wife, 
the chronicle giants, and even the goddess Diana—the monster, stuck in the position of homo 
sacer and unable to approach sovereignty. Yet the tent in which Lanval meets the lady is plainly 
a civilized oasis in the middle of the wild fields;
67
 Marie takes pains to describe its beauty and 
ornateness, comparing it favorably to a dwelling of both Queen Semiramis and Emperor 
Octavian, the pinnacles of both Eastern and Western civilization. Moreover, the use of 
Semiramis here provides the precedent of a female sovereign, one whose ties to the East mark 
her as an exotic Other just as the lady’s supernatural, possibly fairy origins do.
68
 More to the 
point, she places emphasis on the wealth contained within the tent, stating that Semiramis or 
Octavian “n’esligasent le destre pan” (line 86; could not have paid for one of the flaps) that she 
“ne sai dire le pris” (line 88; could not tell the value) of the golden eagle, the cords, or the poles. 
She concludes, “Suz ciel n’ad rei kis esligast/ Pur nul aveir k’il i donast!” (lines 91-92; there is 
no king on earth who could buy it,/ no matter what wealth he offered). In the universe of the lai, 
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this informs the reader that this is a domain of monetary value, and therefore of political life. 
Accordingly, the lady  informs Lanval that if he behaves well, 
Ja cele rien ne vudra mes  
Que il nen ait a sun talent; 
Doinst e despende largement, 
Ele li troverat asez  
(lines 136-39; 
he would never again want anything, 
he would receive as he desired; 
however generously he might give and spend, 
she would provide what he needed). 
 
In doing so, she performs the duty of a sovereign to Lanval, easily surpassing Arthur in that 
capacity. The lady achieves this sovereignty by becoming Lanval’s patroness in a society where 
wealth equates to political life, following in the footsteps not only of Semiramis, the female 
sovereign Marie draws on for comparison, but women like Eleanor of Aquitaine and Marie de 
Champagne, who became influential patronesses in the twelfth century. As Finke and Shichtman 
put it, “in a system whose very informality and lack of explicit institutionalization made it a 
suitable vehicle for the advancement of the marginalized, it is not surprising that Norman 
noblewomen would participate in the accumulation and distribution of capital as energetically as 
their husbands, fathers, and brothers.”
69
 This particular lady is not Norman, but her status as an 
elite noblewoman is unquestionable. Lanval is therefore able to return to court with political life 
restored. Moreover, when Lanval’s lady rescues him from Arthur’s court, she acts of her own 
volition, not having to consult and depend on advisors as Arthur does. When she leaves, “ne la 
peot li reis retenir” (line 631; the king could not detain her). Unlike Arthur, she appears to match 
Agamben’s view of the absolute sovereign. She has clearly won the battle of the sovereigns, and 
when Lanval jumps onto her horse behind her (a position that defers to her superiority in their 
patron-client/ sovereign-vassal relationship) and leaves Arthur’s court, it is neither as an exile 
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nor under Arthur’s orders. His departure from Arthur’s court is not a departure from political life 
at all; instead, he and the lady go to her own realm of Avalon, migrating from one civilization to 
another. In fact, the judgment of the lai appears to be that Avalon, a realm by this point in history 
associated with powerful supernatural women,
70
 is a civilization superior to Arthur’s at Cardoel, 
without the duplicity and neglect that made Lanval miserable there. Lanval presents a conflict 
between two sovereigns, and the female sovereign actually triumphs.
71
 
 Undoubtedly, her supernatural status helps the lady achieve this victory and sovereignty. 
First, her ability to remunerate Lanval increases exponentially with his spending and is not 
contingent on her presence—when Lanval arrives back at court from first meeting her, his men 
have already been re-outfitted. The lady’s granting of political life in the form of wealth and 
currency, the principal grounds of her sovereignty over Lanval, is therefore also her primary 
supernatural power. Her secondary power is less concrete—it is the knowledge she demonstrates, 
which is reminiscent of the prophetic abilities possessed by Merlin. She clears Lanval’s name of 
the charge of attempting to seduce the queen based on her word alone, although she was not 
present when the fracas between Lanval and the queen took place. There is also no indication 
that anyone from Arthur’s court contacted the lady about Lanval’s situation. She has knowledge 
in excess of what is natural, and this, too, is directly tied to the manner in which she executes her 
sovereignty in rescuing Lanval
72
. Through these means, the lady’s supernatural nature 
establishes and confirms her sovereignty as Lanval’s patroness. 
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 At the same time, though, the lady may be said to possess an excess of desire, or at least 
of desirability. The lady’s love for Lanval is perhaps the defining aspect of her character, 
manifesting itself in the generosity, care, and mercy that demonstrate her superiority to King 
Arthur as, when it comes to Lanval, he lacks all three. Beyond this, though, there is a sexual 
component to Lanval’s relationship with his lady that is not typical of the sovereign-vassal bond. 
The quality of outsized desire or sexuality is, as we have previously seen in figures such as 
Bisclavret’s wife, often depicted as threatening to the sovereign order. There is a sustained and 
consistent focus on the lady’s body throughout the lai, and as we saw in the previous chapter, 
women who aspire to sovereignty are often reduced to mere female bodies, with the body and its 
accompanying sexuality undercutting the intellectual or supernatural qualities that might bring 
the chronicle women to Merlin’s position as, or at least next to, the sovereign. When the lady’s 
handmaidens come to bring Lanval to her, they introduce her first as “pruz” (wise, skilled, or 
noble) and “sage” (wise), indicating the importance (as previously discussed) of her knowledge 
and either her supernatural skill or her high status,
73
 but next as “bele” (line 72; beautiful). The 
lady’s physical introduction blends impressions of her immense wealth with those of her 
immense beauty and desirability:  
Dedenz cel tref fu la pucele; 
Flur de lis e rose nuvele, 
Quant ele pert al tens d’esté, 
Trespassot ele de beauté. 
Ele jut sur un lit mut bel— 
Li drap valeient un chastel— 
En sa chemise senglement  
(lines 93-99 
The girl was inside the tent; 
the lily and the young rose 
when they appear in the summer 
are surpassed by her beauty. 
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She lay on a beautiful bed— 
the bedclothes were worth a castle— 
dressed only in her shift). 
 
Her position on the bed emphasizes both the expense of the bedclothes and her seductive 
nature.
74
 Many critics join Hanning and Ferrante in observing that “her beauty is never described 
without reference to her fabulous wealth.”
75
 Her beauty, like her supernatural ability, is therefore 
also connected to what grants her sovereignty, and that connection only strengthens once she 
enters Arthur’s rival court. 
 Later, when the lady rescues Lanval from Arthur’s court, her arrival is marked by another 
blason, so that at the strongest moment of her juridical power, her physical body and its beauty 
are also in focus. The passage transitions from a description of her palfrey, whose “riche atur ot 
el palefrei:/ Suz ciel nen ad cunte ne rei/ Ki tut le peüst eslegier/ Sanz tere vendre u engagier” 
(lines 555-58; trappings were rich;/ under heaven there was no count or king/ who could have 
afforded them all/ without selling or mortgaging lands) to her dress “que tuit lie costé li pareient,/ 
Ki de deus parz lacié esteient” (lines 561-62; that revealed both her sides/ since the lacing was 
along the side), to her beautiful body and features, concluding by mentioning that “Sis manteus 
fu de purpre bis;/ Les pansen ot entur li mis./ Un espervier sur sun poin tint/ E uns levriers aprés 
li vint” (lines 571-74; her cloak, which she had wrapped around her,/ was dark purple./ On her 
wrist she held a sparrow hawk,/ a greyhound followed her). Again the lai frames the lady’s 
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beauty in descriptive passages indicating her wealth and sovereign status. Burgess cites “her 
arrival at a slow walking pace” as evidence of “the fairy’s calmness and control”;
76
 her 
provocative style of dress, according to Hopkins, follows twelfth-century fashion and would be 
likely to evoke admiration from the female audience for “the freedom to dress as she wishes”—
she “is outside the limitations imposed by medieval sumptuary laws, which dictated that female 
dress should be cheaper and less varied than male clothing. She can select, and publicly display, 
her clothing and accoutrements without fear of any man’s reproof or any society’s reprisal.”
77
 
The dark purple of her cloak, along with her sparrow hawk and greyhound, point toward her 
elite, even royal status. The hallmarks of her sovereignty are intrinsically blended here with the 
female sexuality that would typically, in another literary form or work, prevent a character from 
achieving that sovereignty. 
 This is especially the case in the lady’s overt displays of sexual desire. She is the first to 
declare her love for Lanval, claiming that she has long loved him from a distance. Soon, “quant 
la meschine oï parler/ Celui ki tant la peot amer,/ S’amur e sun cors li otreie” (lines 131-33; 
when the girl heard the words/ of the man who could love her so,/ she granted him her love and 
her body).
78
 This is the same sort of language used to describe the initiation of the affair between 
Bisclavret’s wife and her lover.
79
 There, the woman’s sexuality and desire are portrayed 
negatively, but in Lanval, this is far from the case. The narrator even tells us, “Ore est Lanval en 
dreite veie!” (line 134; Now Lanval was on the right road!). The lady shows every sign of the 
sort of outsized desire that is normally portrayed as a threat to dynastic succession and therefore 
                                                 
76
 Burgess, The Lais of Marie de France, 125. 
77
Hopkins, “‘wordy vnthur wede,’” 67, 65. 
78
Marie de France, Les Lais. Trans. Hanning and Ferrnate, The Lais of Marie de France. Although Hanning and 
Ferrante translate “meschine” as “girl,” it more accurately indicates a maiden or girl of noble birth. 
79
 Burgess explains that “the grant of love on the part of a woman is normally accompanied by the grant of her body 
... Almost all the lays contain allusions to sexual activity.” The Lais of Marie de France, 169. The same language 
will be echoed in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, discussed in the next chapter. 
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to sovereignty—but if the lady herself is the sovereign, her sexuality cannot be a threat in the 
same way. Instead, it becomes essential for the continuation of her own dynastic line. McLoone 
even draws a parallel between Arthur’s granting of women to his vassals and the lady’s granting 
of herself along with the other rewards she provides as patroness: “By granting the largesse of 
herself—by being both the subject and the object of the giving—the fairy-woman places herself 
in the position of both king (gift-granter) and wife (gift granted).”
80
 Even the offer of her body, 
therefore, becomes the proper gift of a sovereign. While Bisclavret’s wife also seizes sovereignty 
in her removal of Bisclavret from political life, she does so wrongly—as described above, her 
action is depicted as an inappropriate seizure of sovereignty from her husband. Despite all of the 
conflation of wealth and sex, supernatural knowledge and beauty in Lanval’s lady, the blend is 
harmonious here because the lady is not identified foremost as a wife. Her realm is never in the 
home, and she is never subject to a husband who threatens her position in either the home or the 
broader juridical order, nor is she subject to the larger patriarchal juridical order of Arthur’s 
court. 
 Far from being a detriment to her sovereign status, the supernatural lady’s beauty in 
Lanval actually signifies the acceptance of her sovereignty in the realm of the lai. To see this, we 
need only contrast the lady’s fate with that of Bisclavret’s wife in Bisclavret. Just as the violent 
disfigurement of the wife serves as punishment for her wrongful usurpation of sovereignty, in 
Lanval the lady’s beauty acts as tacit approval.
81
 We have seen in the chronicle tradition that the 
supernatural is often used to confirm and legitimate or discredit sovereignty; here, physical 
appearance does much the same thing, clearly separating the monstrous from the magically 
gifted and therefore physically separating the threat to sovereignty from its aid. These two 
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women rest on opposite ends of the spectrum of the female supernatural. Bisclavret’s wife 
becomes a monster when her nose is ripped off and she is exiled from society, becoming homo 
sacer. Lanval’s lady, on the other hand, has inherent supernatural abilities—her preternatural 
knowledge, which amounts to something resembling prophetic ability, and her ability to appear 
when summoned and grant infinite wealth—that could also be construed as monstrous, but 
instead place her on the other side of the sovereign/homo sacer coin because she uses them for 
the benefit of her society. These supernatural qualities help her to transcend the female body in a 
way that women in the chronicles or Bisclavret’s wife, regardless of supernatural ability, are not 
able to.
82
 In Marie’s lai we have, at last, a female figure who not only equals Merlin in the extent 
to which her supernatural qualities place her next to the sovereign, but surpasses him in that she 
is herself an absolute sovereign, and this could be because the lady’s beauty prevents her 
supernatural qualities from appearing to be so monstrous after all. It serves as a signal to the 
court that her she uses her abilities well. 
 The significance of the lady’s power as sovereign is highlighted in Lanval by comparison 
to the other prominent female character in the lai: the queen.
83
 Like Bisclavret’s wife and unlike 
Lanval’s lady, the queen is identified foremost as a wife—and, more specifically, as the wife of 
the king. This identification colors all her actions and relationships. In her first appearance, when 
she attempts to seduce Lanval, she uses words similar to those used by the lady earlier in the lai: 
Lanval, mut vus ai honuré 
E mut cheri a mut amé; 
Tute m’amur poëz aveir. 
Kar me dites vostre voleir! 
Ma druërie vus otrei: 
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Mut devez estre liez de mei!  
(lines 263-68; 
Lanval, I have shown you much honor, 
I have cherished you, and loved you. 
You may have all my love; 
just tell me your desire. 
I promise you my affection. 
You should be very happy with me). 
 
Yet, here the offer is presented as negative, in that it is undesired and adulterous, and an appalled 
Lanval rejects it not only because of his love for the lady, but out of a desire not to betray or 
harm the king. When she is offended at Lanval’s refusal of her love, the queen cannot punish 
him herself; just as the king must go through his barons, the queen must go through the king, so 
that she is even further removed from pure sovereignty (in Agamben’s terms) than he is. As if to 
emphasize this point, throughout Lanval’s trial, the narrative emphasizes that the queen is 
waiting impatiently, getting angry at the delay and pressing the king to make the barons speed up 
their decision. The queen is incapable of revoking Lanval’s physical or political life, and her 
status as queen—wife of the king—hinders, rather than advances, her in this respect. Similarly, 
because she has no direct political life, and therefore no wealth of her own, she cannot participate 
in the system of patronage by withholding or granting wealth as a patroness. Her ultimate 
powerlessness is depicted by the lai as just rather than pitiable. Because she is the queen and her 
body is essential to Arthur’s dynastic succession, she, like the royal women of the chronicles, is 
deprived of her political life, and her outsized desire is a threat to national security in a way that 
the lady’s, while she possesses political life and sovereignty, is not.
84
 The lady as sovereign may 
create her own succession, but the queen may only carry on the king’s. 
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 The queen is also compared negatively to the lady in terms of beauty, and this further 
cements the lai’s ties between beauty and female power. When Lanval refuses the queen, he adds 
insult to injury in telling her, 
Une de celes ki la sert, 
Tute la plus povre meschine, 
Vaut mieuz de vus, dame reïne, 
De cors, de vis e de beauté, 
D’enseignement e de bunté!  
(lines 298-302; 
any one of those who serve her, 
the poorest girl of all, 
is better than you, my lady queen, 
in body, face, and beauty 
in breeding and in goodness). 
 
Although “enseignement” (breeding or wisdom)
85
 and “bunté” (goodness) are also mentioned, 
the focus of the passage is on the ladies’ comparative physical appearance: “de cors, de vis e de 
beauté” (of body, of face, and of beauty), emphasizing the importance of this trait over the more 
internal ones. The next time the list of ways the lady’s chambermaids are better than the queen is 
listed, the focus is on nobility—she is “tant ... cuinte a noble e fiere” (line 321; refined and noble 
and proud)—but afterward, the narrative seems to conflate the two. The king tells Lanval, “Trop 
par est noble vostre amie,/ Quant plus est bele sa meschine/E plus vaillanz que la reïne” (lines 
368-70; your love is much too noble/ if her maid is more beautiful,/ more worthy, than the 
queen”). Beauty is therefore both equated with worthiness (and all the qualities that contribute to 
it) and taken as an outward sign of nobility.
86
 Finally, when the lady and her maidens arrive at 
                                                                                                                                                             
the fairy lady—he, like his mistress, is Other, somewhat exotic, and with potentially monstrous associations from his 
association with this “outside,” “wilderness” realm. 
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Arthur’s court, the focus is entirely on their beauty, with the assembled barons marveling at the 
maidens’ “cors,” “vis” and “colur” (line 530; bodies, faces, and coloring), which surpass the 
queen’s, and the lady removing her cloak so that she can be seen to her best advantage. It is clear 
that she “has dressed deliberately to invite the public’s gaze and admiration,”
87
 and accordingly, 
we are told that “Il n’ot el burc petit ne grant,/ Ne li veillard ne li enfant,/ Ke ne l’alassent 
esgarder” (lines 575-77; in the town, no one, small or big,/ old man or child,/ failed to come 
look) and that “Li jugeür ki la veeient/ A grant merveille le teneient” (lines 581-82; the judges 
who saw her/ marveled at the sight). The  lady in the conclusion of the lai is an object of the 
town’s gaze, particularly the male gaze, and this is due to the desirability of both her body and 
her wealth, and yet her agency, the deliberateness with which she attracts this gaze in order to 
make the political point of her superiority to Arthur, prevents her from being a passive object: 
Finke and Shichtman explain that “the tableau also carries a hint of danger because the lady’s 
wealth appears to be entirely at her own disposal and not under the control of patriarchal 
property regimes ... Because she is, quite literally, a spectacle—something to be looked at—she 
is also powerful. She is a patron in her own right and not simply a vehicle for the patronage of 
wealthy men.”
88
 The lady puts her body on display in her tent when she meets Lanval for a 
similar reason: she recognizes the importance of visibly representing her status. This conflation 
of beauty with worth and nobility indicates its importance to female sovereignty in the lai. When 
the queen is so publicly found to be not as beautiful as the lady’s maids, let alone the lady 
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herself, her value at court is likewise diminished—lack of beauty means lack of both worthiness 
and power. The lady’s authority, however, is immediately trusted once she is seen.
89
 
 Lanval makes it impossible to disentangle the female body from the qualities of 
sovereignty—wisdom, wealth, magnanimity, nobility, and supernatural powers—but unlike in 
the chronicle tradition, the body is not necessarily prohibitive of female sovereignty—as long as 
it is beautiful and as long as the woman in question remains unmarried. Bisclavret’s wife, 
Arthur’s queen, and Lanval’s lady all show a high level of sexual desire, offering their love 
and/or bodies to men. The two married women, however, are bound to their husbands in 
relationships of either domestic or political importance, and so their sexuality is threatening, 
depicted as excessive and marking them as Other, even monstrous. They are accordingly 
punished physically—Bisclavret’s wife with the removal of her nose, and the queen with the 
public humiliation of being deemed less beautiful (and simultaneously less worthy) than a 
chambermaid. The lady in Lanval, on the other hand, is a sovereign in her own right, and so her 
sexual desire is not monstrous, but essential to furthering her own lineage. It becomes one aspect 
of her loyal and generous affection as a sovereign for her vassal. At the same time, she possesses 
supernatural abilities that in characters like Merlin are often depicted as monstrous—excessive 
knowledge, but also the ability to transport herself to Lanval and provide infinite wealth to him. 
In the lady, these qualities are instead what enable her sovereignty, empowering her to stand on 
equal, and even superior footing with King Arthur. She is able to provide the wealth that grants 
Lanval political life where Arthur does not, and her supernatural knowledge enables her to come 
                                                 
89
 In Gender and Romance, Crane sees the significance of female beauty as a fundamental trait of romance: 
“Romances persistently conceive the female body in terms of its desirability for courtship, licensing a certain 
inertness in the worthy woman that contrasts with her suitor’s active demonstration of merit. The destruction of 
beauty draws meaning from this grounding of the courted lady’s identity in her appearance” (74). As Crane sees it, 
however, physical beauty is innately tied to courtship, and therefore the woman’s path to becoming bare life, 
whereas in the lais it speaks to her qualification to become sovereign. 
104 
 
to Lanval’s rescue and exonerate him. Both of these qualities, though, are intrinsically tied 
throughout the lai to the lady’s beauty—her beauty is conflated with her supernatural wealth, and 
is described as an equally important part of her character and her power. Additionally, it makes 
those supernatural qualities less frightening. In the world of Lanval, a woman may be a monster 
and a sovereign as long as she is a beautiful one. 
 
SIR LAUNFAL 
 Sir Launfal is Sir Thomas Chestre’s late fourteenth-century version of the lai of Lanval, 
and although it is unlikely that Chestre was familiar with Marie’s version directly, its plot 
follows the basic outline of Lanval’s. Sir Launfal is denied his rightful reward at Arthur’s court, 
but meets a mysterious lady in the wilderness who makes up for his loss. When the queen 
attempts to seduce the newly-wealthy Launfal, he refuses her, and is in turn falsely accused of 
attempting the seduction, only to be rescued at the last moment by his lady’s evidence—her 
testimony, but also her beautiful appearance. Sir Launfal, however, adds details to the lai and 
changes others, with the result that the lady is no longer represented as a sovereign in 
competition with King Arthur, but rather as a queen in competition with Arthur’s wife. It is 
Launfal who is positioned to become a new, rival sovereign to the king. The means by which this 
is achieved emphasize the importance to her sovereignty of the lady in Lanval’s status as an 
unattached, apparently supernatural figure. 
 The lady of Sir Launfal has something her Anglo-Norman predecessor doesn’t: a name 
and a lineage. In the midst of the description of the wealth and splendor of her tent (which, in 
this version, is definitely within the forest’s zone of indistinction)—the descriptive passage that 
in Lanval helps to establish the lady’s sovereignty—the narrator tells us that the lady is 
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The kynges doughter of Olyroun, 
Dam Tryamour that hyghte; 
Her fadyr was Kyng of Fayrye,  
Of Occient (either “ocean” or “west”; see note 93), fer and nyghe, 





The passage occurs just as the description is shifting from the wealth of her surroundings to her 
body, partially unclothed and alluringly laid on the bed. In this context, it serves as a transition 
between the splendid environment, which is compared favorably to the property of not only 
Alexander the Conqueror but explicitly with that of King Arthur himself (tellingly removing 
Queen Semiramis as a precedent of a female sovereign),
91
 and the very physical and mundane, 
albeit beautiful, fact of Tryamour’s lustily-posed body. And her body is mundane here because 
of that transitional passage explaining her background. Thomas Chestre brings Lanval’s fairy 
lady from Otherworldly mystery very literally down to earth, euhemerizing and demystifying her 
into something much more like a mortal woman.
92
 She has not only a name, but a named father, 
and although he is the King of Fairy, Fairy has an earthly geographical location: Olyroun, or the 
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island of Oléron off the western coast of France, “of Occient.”
93
 This genealogy is immediately 
significant because it makes it clear that Tryamour does not rule in the realm she comes from—
she does not stand as sovereign. Her sexual desire for Launfal is therefore not in service of 
furthering her own dynastic succession, and it creates another instance of a woman who is 
potentially monstrous and threatening in her excessive sexual desire. She does escape that 
connotation, however, through her physical appearance and her abilities in service of Launfal. 
 In addition to gaining a name and a lineage, Dame Tryamour becomes more human than 
Lanval’s fairy (or fairy-like) lady through the elucidation of the means by which she helps 
Launfal. She still provides Launfal with infinite wealth, compensating him for his forgotten 
status at Arthur’s court, but the wealth does not come directly from the lady herself but through a 
magical object she possesses: 
I wyll the yeve (give) an alner (purse) 
Ymad of sylk and of gold cler, 
Wyth fayre ymages thre. 
As oft thou puttest the hond therinne, 
A mark of gold thou schalt wynne 
In wat place that thou be 
(lines 319-24). 
 
It is therefore not the lady herself who is supernatural in this regard, it is the purse. Likewise, 
when Gyfre apparently makes himself invisible in order to help Launfal in his battle against Sir 
Valentine, Tryamour is nowhere near—her attendant is supernatural, but we never see her 
execute a similar marvel.
94
 Tryamour’s power is, in Sir Launfal, at one remove from her. In a 
similar vein, Launfal does not return home to find his lodgings suddenly brimming with all the 
trappings of politically active knighthood; instead, the lai describes the arrival of all of these 
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accoutrements following behind Launfal: ten men on ten pack-horses with silver and gold for 
Launfal; behind them are the knave, Gyfre, and the horse, Blaunchard, Tryamour had gifted to 
him. Myra Stokes cites this as a breakdown of what in Lanval is a “strict separation of the private 
from the public world,” in which the private world is the enchanted one; the “triumphant 
tangibilities” of Tryamour’s patronage establish her and her relationship with Launfal “as 
belonging to the same plane of reality” as the rest of the court.
95
 If Tryamour certainly does not 
transport these things magically, whether she transports herself magically remains in doubt. She 
does promise Launfal that, when he wants her, “Wel privyly I woll come to the/ (No man alyve 
ne schall me se)” (lines 355-56), which sounds similar to what Lanval’s lady does, but later the 
lai specifies that Tryamour comes to Launfal’s bower “aday when hyt was nyght” (line 501; 
always when it was night), creating the suspicion that perhaps no man alive sees her because it is 
dark and most people are asleep. A similar doubt may be cast on her preternatural knowledge, at 
least about the truth regarding the accusation against Launfal. The men she sends to the knight, 
including Gyfre, all return to her, so she might have had her intelligence from them, and Launfal 
is certainly more well-known at court than he is in Marie’s lai, which might account for 
Tryamour having heard of him before their meeting. Little of this is definite, but it is enough to 
create an air of the natural rather than the supernatural around Dame Tryamour. She seems less 
like a fairy and more like a privileged woman.  
 In accordance with these changes, despite the favorable comparison of her tent to his 
court, Tryamour is set up more as a rival to Queen Gwennere than to King Arthur himself. In Sir 
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Launfal, it is Gwennere rather than king Arthur who deprives Launfal of his just rewards
96
 and 
political life at court—she is responsible for giving gifts and neglects Launfal not out of 
absentmindedness, but seemingly out of spite.
97
 The narrative introduces her through the 
arrangement of her marriage to Arthur, and then immediately tells us, 
But Syr Launfal lykede her noght, 
Ne other knyghtes that wer hende; 
For the lady bar los of swych word 
That sche hadde lemmannys under her lord, 
So fele ther nas noon ende  
(lines 44-48; 
But she did not like Sir Launfal, 
Nor other knights who were noble; 
For the lady suffered from the rumor 
That she had lovers under her lord,  
so many that there was no end). 
 
The queen is therefore established with and defined by the same primary characteristics as Dame 
Tryamour: her ability as a patroness to bestow or take away political life in the form of wealth, 
and her sexual desire.
98
 Queen Gwennere’s desire is presented as even more outsized than that of 
the queen in Lanval in that she is given a history of adulterous—and therefore threatening and 
potentially politically disruptive—affairs.
99
 Here, as in Lanval, the queen’s proposition of 
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Launfal echoes that of Dame Tryamour,
100
 but again the queen’s offer is treated as outrageous 
where Tryamour’s is welcomed. A large part of the reason for this is still that Queen Gwennere 
is married to the king, and therefore an affair with her would be both adulterous and 
treasonous—again, Launfal’s first grounds for rejection is that he refuses to be a traitor. 
Tryamour, on the other hand, is the daughter of a king, and is therefore still available. Another 
explanation lies in the ties between the two characters’ sexuality and their largesse. Pearman 
suggests that, in its connection to her wealth, especially her inexhaustible purse, “Tryamour’s 
sexuality becomes generative and restorative.”
101
 On the other hand, Smith connects Gwennere’s 
excessive sexuality to her monetary generosity in a negative way, the excess of one 
compensating for the excess of the other:  
his lack of a gift from Guenevere is related to the presence of a too abundant erotics that 
threatens the integrity of the household—Guenevere’s more troubling tendency to give 
herself too freely. ... The somewhat problematic surplus Guenevere brings with her to 
Arthur’s household is counteracted by her lavish giving of gifts, undertaken as a very 
visible action ... Despite her already published reputation, she makes for herself a 




Gwennere occupies at Arthur’s court another form of inclusive exclusion: she can dispense 
political life as a patroness, but because of her status as a married queen, the goods she dispenses 
are not her own. Beyond this, though, yet another reason for the discrepancy in the way the 
desire of each woman is depicted, again, has to do with the equation of physical beauty and inner 
worth in the two women. 
 In Lanval, the lady’s beauty is seen as an indicator of her nobility and, most tellingly, her 
worthiness, even before the court at large is aware of her worthy conduct; this is a large part of 
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what renders her acceptable as a supernatural, female sovereign figure in the lai. Sir Launfal 
phrases the comparison between the queen and the lady in slightly, but significantly different 
terms. When Gwennere presses Launfal to accept her proposition, he responds: 
I have loved a fayryr woman 
Than thou ever leydest thyn ey upon 
Thys seven yer and more! 
Hyr lothlokest mayde, wythoute wene, 
Myghte bet be a Quene 
Than thou, yn all thy lyve! 
(lines 694-99). 
 
Instead of saying that the lady’s poorest maid is “better than” the queen “in body, face, and 
beauty/ in breeding and in goodness” (lines 300-302), Launfal explicitly states that Tryamour’s 
ugliest maid would be a better queen than Gwennere. Here physical appearance is tied not just to 
nobility or worthiness, but explicitly to queenship, positing beauty as a requirement for that royal 
status. This is perhaps implied in the language of the Anglo-Normal lai, but it is not spelled out 
so definitely as in the Middle English. The terms of Launfal’s boast are repeated five times 
throughout the lai, and in three of those instances, the same vocabulary is used: the “lothlokest 
mayde” might be or is more worthy to be queen.
103
 The two instances that vary from this formula 
feature characters stating that the “lothlokest mayde” is “fayrer than” the queen. The first of 
these is spoken by King Arthur: “That thy lemannes lothlokest mayde/ Was fayrer than my wyf, 
thou seyde!” (lines 763-64). Since Launfal immediately responds with his version of events, 
concluding with the assertion that she “to be a Quene was better worthye” (line 780), one might 
assume that Arthur has simply misinterpreted the event, but Launfal later says “that hys 
lemmannes lothlokest mayde/ Was fayryre than was sche” (lines 1001-1002), and the queen 
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herself is worried lest Launfal “bryngeth a fayrer thynge” than herself (line 809). These 
deviations only serve to emphasize the equation between beauty and queenship, however.
104
 
Gwennere and Tryamour are pitted against one another in a battle to see who is more worthy to 
be queen, and their weapons are their respective physical appearances as indicative of worthiness 
to be queen. 
 When Tryamour wins this contest, she cements her superiority by physically maiming the 
queen in a manner reminiscent of Bisclavret’s wife, punishing her physically for her sexuality 
that threatens to disrupt the dynastic succession.
105
 After she clears Sir Launfal’s name,  
Dame Tryamour to the quene geth, 
And blew on her swych a breth 
That never eft myght sche se  
(lines 1006-1008). 
 
Not only is Gwennere physically impaired, that physical imperfection would, according to the 
terms put forth in the lai, make her unsuitable for or unworthy of queenship.
106
 Moreover, it is 
her eyes that are injured, taking away the organ she would otherwise use to evaluate the physical 
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appearance and therefore the nobility or worthiness of others. As Gwennere has previously 
exercised her own judgment in order to deprive others of political life, in more ways than one she 
is now deprived of her worthiness for and ability to exercise the powers of queenship. Moreover, 
D. Vance Smith argues that the queen is deprived not just of queenship but of political life 
through this act, not only because she is marked by physical difference, but because in this lai, 
where the exchange of wealth is equivalent to political life, “possession and spectacle are 
interchangeable ... sight is precisely the same thing as wealth—materialized, valuable vision. 
Sight transforms the world into incalculable value”
107
 through the capacity to judge beauty and 
therefore worthiness. Because of this, “in a poem where sight is equivalent to wealth, Guenevere 
is meted the most devastating punishment possible next to death, blinded by Triamour, unable to 
see anything ... living in a world where goods have disappeared for her.”
108
 The queen is cut off 
from queenship and political life at once, rendered as homo sacer just as Bisclavret’s wife was. 
That Tryamour delivers this blow as a punishment for Queen Gwennere’s threatening sexuality 
cements the fact that the rivalry in the lai is between the two women as queens more than it is 
between Tryamour and Arthur as competing sovereigns. 
 That the two women are rivals for queenship, not sovereignty, indicates a stratification of 
types of sovereignty in Sir Launfal. While in Lanval’s lady, patronage and dynastic/juridical 
sovereignty are the same, in the Middle English lai they are separated, and may still be achieved 
by the same martial means as in the chronicle tradition. Therefore, Arthur’s real rival as 
sovereign in the lai is Sir Launfal himself. Thomas Chestre takes pains to establish Launfal as a 
candidate for sovereignty from the beginning, first by diminishing his initial status as an outsider 
at court. Marie’s Lanval never fits in at Arthur’s court—even before he is deprived of the means 
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to participate in the political life of the court, he is Othered by his position as a foreign prince 
and his moral character that sets him apart from the knights who envy him. Chestre’s Launfal, on 
the other hand, has been with Arthur “well many a yer” (line 26), and “for hys largesse and hys 
bounté/ The kynges stuward made was he/ Ten yer, I you plyght” (lines 31-33; for his generosity 
and his goodness/ he was made the king’s steward/ ten years, I promise you). Not only is Launfal 
familiar at court, but he has been Arthur’s steward for ten years, and has been actively and 
popularly engaged in the court’s political life.
109
 In fact, he has been in a position immediately 
next to and succeeding the sovereign. His exile only arrives, then, when the queen deprives him 
of his just rewards. At that point, the lai emphasizes not only the wealth Launfal loses, but also 
the trappings of knighthood; at his lowest point, he makes the following lament: 
To dyne have I no herte. 
Thre dayes ther ben agon, 
Mete ne drynke eet y noon, 
And all was for povert. 
Today to cherche I wolde have gon, 
But me fawtede hosyn and schon, 
Clenly brech and scherte; 
And for defawte of clothynge, 
Ne myghte y yn the peple thrynge. 
No wonder though me smerte! 
But o thyng, damesele, y pray the: 
Sadel and brydel lene thou me 
A whyle forto ryde, 
That I myghte confortede be  
(lines 195-208; 
I have no heart to dine. 
It has been three days, 
I have eaten no meat nor drink, 
And all because of poverty. 
Today I would have gone to church, 
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But I lacked hose and shoes, 
Clean breeches and shirt; 
And for lack of clothing, 
I might not mingle among the people. 
No wonder that I’m in pain! 
But one thing, damsel, I pray of you: 
Lend me a saddle and bridle 
In order to ride a while, 
So that I may be comforted). 
 
In this passage, Launfal makes it clear that his lack of wealth creates a chain of events leading to 
his inability to be a knight.
110
 Because he has no good clothes, he cannot go to church as a pious 
knight should, nor can he go among the people in the performance of the duties constituting his 
political life. Now he must beg for the most basic and essential knightly equipment, a saddle and 
bridle. He has previously lost his attendants, having insufficient means to clothe and provide for 
them, another important aspect of his political life as a knight, and the lai emphasizes that he is 
“wythoute knave other squyer” (line 21) to harness his horse.
111
 Likewise, once Launfal comes 
under Tryamour’s patronage, she gives him not only money in order to reenter his courtly life, 
but also the very trappings of knighthood he had lost, including a new horse and a knave to 
attend him. Additionally, she gives him a banner featuring her coat of arms, “thre ermyns 
ypented well” (line 329).
112
 All of this serves to remind the reader of Launfal’s knighthood and, 
accordingly, his nobility as a key part of his identity. 
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 This emphasis on Launfal’s knightly identity and his key place at court serve primarily to 
solidify his role adjacent to the sovereign, not as his rival, although the emphasis on his noble 
status is important. Launfal’s actions once he is restored to political life, however, are more 
telling. In addition to the lordly role he enacts in Lanval, distributing his newfound wealth 
generously among the populace, Launfal clothes himself royally in purple and white ermine 
(lines 416-417)
113
 and has a tourney proclaimed in his honor, which he of course wins. This 
tourney is compared favorably to those throughout the history of Arthur’s court: “Syth the 
Rounde Table was,/ A bettere turnement ther nas,/ Y dare well say, forsothe!” (lines 451-53). 
Afterward, Launfal again takes on the lordly position in holding a feast that lasts a fortnight. 
Amy Vines is undoubtedly right in asserting that the tournament scenes “cement the success of 
Tryamour’s patronage” as the knight “put[s] the gifts he receives from Tryamour into successful 
chivalric action,”
114
 but Launfal’s victory at a tournament superior to all of Arthur’s tournaments 
goes a long way in proving his prowess, and sets up a direct comparison between Launfal and 
Arthur in which the former likewise emerges as the victor. The most important incident in 
creating a claim to sovereignty for Launfal comes immediately following the tournament and 
feast, in another episode that does not appear in Lanval. A foreign knight from Lombardy hears 
of Launfal and challenges him out of envy. Significantly, this knight, at fifteen feet tall and with 
“wonder” strength, qualifies as a giant.
115
 As discussed in Chapter One, vanquishing giants is 
one way in which a conquering ruler may establish sovereignty—killing the Other, the homo 
sacer figure, and establishing in its place a civilized society. Although Launfal’s giant has more 
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manners than is typical for a giant, issuing a formal challenge to the knight, Launfal’s journey 
overseas to fight him is particularly reminiscent of Arthur’s battle against the Mont-Saint-Michel 
giant, a battle with which Thomas Chestre’s readers would almost certainly have been familiar. 
Moreover, once the giant, Sir Valentine, is killed, the conflict expands into an international 
battle, as “alle the lordes of Atalye” (line 601) vow vengeance on Launfal, saying they will hang 
and draw him. With seemingly little effort, Launfal likewise kills all of them. Although Launfal 
subsequently returns home without claiming sovereignty overseas, this is the behavior of 
someone seeking to establish sovereignty, and is particularly reminiscent of the conqueror Arthur 
of the chronicle tradition. That Launfal subdues this foreign army without Arthur or his men 
makes the king and his court appear weak.
116
 The comparison is inevitable and can only be 
deliberate. This tendency toward conquest is nowhere evident in the earlier Lanval.
117
 
 Finally, when Tryamour comes to Sir Launfal’s rescue, Launfal does not take up position 
behind her on her palfrey as he does in Lanval. Instead, the knave Gyfre brings his steed to him, 
and he mounts “wythout any lettynge,/ Wyth hys lemman away to ryde” (lines 1016-17; without 
any hesitation,/ To ride away with his beloved). He is in no way emasculated in his means of 
escape, maintaining an air of autonomy and authority Lanval is unable to. Consequently, the 
implication of Tryamour’s authority and even sovereignty over him is diminished. The lai 
informs the reader that the two ride to the Isle of Olyroun, but unlike Lanval, it includes a sort of 
epilogue, in which the narrator states that “every yer, upon a certayn day,/ Me may here 
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Launfales stede nay,/ And hym se wyth syght” (lines 1024-26). At this time, they may joust with 
him. The lai concludes: 
Thus Launfal, wythouten fable, 
That noble knyght of the Rounde Table, 
Was take ynto Fayrye; 
Seththe (since then) saw hym yn thys lond noman, 
Ne no more of hym telle y ne can,  
For sothe, wythoute lye 
(lines 1033-38). 
 
This ending is almost exactly like the ending of Lanval, which tells us that the hero, according to 
the Bretons, went to the island of Avalun, and “nuls hum n’en oï plus parler/ Ne jeo n’en sai 
avant cunter” (lines 645-46; no man heard of him again,/ and I have no more to tell). It is also, 
however, almost exactly like the ending of Arthur’s story: he is borne away to a distant realm—
Olyroun in Sir Launfal, but the same Avalon Lanval goes to in Lanval— and is never heard of 
again. He is not, however, definitively dead. Just as Arthur is promised to return, in Sir Launfal, 
Launfal is still seen and may be jousted with annually; he, like Arthur, is in a state neither quite 
living nor quite dead.
118
 This manner of departure, and particularly the extended mythical life 
offered by Sir Launfal, strengthens the comparison between Arthur and Launfal. Alongside the 
other similarities between the two characters’ paths in Sir Launfal, this manner of indefinite 
departure makes Launfal a partner in King Arthur’s supernatural, eternal sovereignty over the 
Otherworld. What’s more, he gets there before Arthur does and, as paramour to the king’s 
daughter, stands to inherit and become sovereign there through marriage. When he returns, it is 
specifically to challenge Arthur’s knights; in this, Timothy O’Brien points out, “Launfal serves 
the same purpose for other knights as the apparent villain, Sir Valentine, did for him: he is there 
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to joust with them so that they might keep their ‘armys from þe rustus’ (line 1028).”
119
 Although 
this act can be read as a benevolent challenge to help the knights improve, the parallel to Sir 
Valentine preserves an implicit threat in the act—the incursion of an undefeated rival sovereign. 
Throughout Sir Launfal, we see Launfal pitted against Arthur in a contest of worthiness to 
sovereignty and ultimately proven as his equal in conquest and combat, his superior in largesse 
and courtesy to his knights as well as in choice of romantic partner, and finally, he becomes king 
of the debatably Otherwordly realm Arthur can only visit as a guest to be healed, returning only 
to further challenge and prove his superiority to Arthur’s knights. 
 The question of who actually holds sovereignty in Sir Launfal remains, nonetheless, a 
difficult one. While Tryamour and Queen Gwennere are paralleled as queens, and Sir Launfal is 
likewise paralleled to Arthur, the fact remains that no one’s sovereignty in the lai is 
unproblematic. Arthur is not portrayed as negatively as he is in Lanval—Sir Launfal does not 
mention a conflict with the Picts, instead focusing on “doughty Artours” “good lawes” (lines 1-
2). It is also careful to distance Arthur from the passing-over of Launfal when it comes to 
rewards for his service, creating a more favorable impression of the monarch. As has already 
been discussed, it is instead the queen who spitefully neglects him. In fact, when Launfal initially 
leaves court, exiled by the queen’s removal of his political life, Arthur displays his ignorance of 
what has happened, giving Launfal some spending money and his two nephews, which sustain 
him for a while. There is ample evidence throughout the lai that Arthur actually wishes Launfal 
well, and that Launfal at least recognizes the usefulness of being close to him. While this has the 
effect of making King Arthur seem more pleasant, it does nothing to make him seem less 
neglectful; in fact, since Arthur never deprives Launfal of political life, he does not exercise any 
of the powers of a sovereign in this version of the lai, except possibly in granting Launfal the 
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spending money to hold him over—but at that point, he has already become an exile from the 
court. Instead, Gwennere is more responsible for doling out the currency of political life at court. 
She does so, however, on the king’s behalf; she distributes rewards in the king’s place in a model 
more closely akin to parcelized sovereignty. The sovereignty she exercises, then, cannot really be 
said to be wholly hers; no one’s sovereignty in Sir Launfal is absolute. 
 The other two characters who actively distribute wealth in Sir Launfal are Dame 
Tryamour and Launfal himself. Launfal receives his wealth from Tryamour, but unlike the 
queen, she does not distribute it on another’s behalf. Tryamour likewise does not seem to be 
acting on her father’s account in choosing to restore political life to Launfal, but she does not 
rule independently of him, either. She is in the interesting position of serving as a patroness but 
not, outside of her patronage relationship with Launfal, as a sovereign. Again a parcelized 
sovereignty rears its head, where Tryamour is subject to her father but sovereign to Launfal, who 
in turn is sovereign to those who come under his patronage. Here, too, there is the added 
complication of the origin of the wealth she gives him. Since the wealth comes from a magical 
purse, it is not really her father’s—instead, the wealth Tryamour bestows on Launfal is of 
supernatural origin. For this reason, Tryamour’s role seems to be most like Merlin’s in the 
chronicle tradition—she is granted some powers of the sovereign in order to bestow or sanction 
the sovereignty of others, but unlike Lanval’s lady, she does not achieve absolute sovereignty. 
With Launfal assuming the characteristics of a sovereign and a rival to Arthur throughout the lai, 
it stands to reason that Tryamour will play the Merlin role for him—the supernatural assistance 
she gives him confirms and legitimizes his sovereignty. At the same time, her supernatural 
abilities are diminished enough from those displayed by the lady in Lanval that her powers do 
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not threaten to surpass his—she is suitably in a secondary place. Gwennere, in parallel to 
Tryamour, stands in a position next to Arthur’s sovereignty, but does not quite usurp it. 
 This dynamic plays out in Launfal’s trial. Just as in Lanval, Arthur cannot simply kill or 
banish Launfal on his own, despite his avowed desire to do so—rather, Launfal is subject to the 
law and therefore to the judgment of the barons. Likewise, Gwennere in this matter remains just 
as far from the position of sovereign and the power to kill as she does in Lanval, forced to appeal 
to the king, who himself must appeal to the barons. Even a direct plea to Arthur to overrule the 
barons comes to naught. In fact, the twelve knights assigned to judge Laufal’s case are more 
inclined to believe “hyt was long on the Quene, and not on Launfal” (It was the Queen’s fault, 
and not Launfal’s) (line 794) because of her record of adultery. They agree amongst themselves 
that they will not follow the king’s recommendation of execution, setting Launfal’s punishment 
if he is not proven innocent as banishment instead. In political terms, the two punishments are 
the same, but in practice, of course, they are not, and the barons’ ability to set the lesser 
punishment in defiance of the king and queen is proof of the monarchs’ lack of Agamben’s brand 
of absolute sovereignty. On the other hand, Tryamour’s testimony is enough to acquit Launfal, 
and she carries out punishment on the queen herself without further due process. Here again she 
exercises the powers of a sovereign, but in service of granting sovereignty to Launfal. In doing 
so, she confirms the barons’ negative assessment of Gwennere through physically cementing her 
monstrosity just as her own beautiful appearance acquits Launfal.  
 Gwennere therefore serves as a more monstrous foil to Tryamour’s more benevolent 
brand of supernatural assistance. Neither woman is fully monstrous or supernatural, but each 
expresses shades of the monster on the one hand and the prophetess on the other. Gwennere’s 
monstrosity confirms Arthur’s lack of and unworthiness for sovereignty just as Tryamour’s 
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magic purse and hints of her supernatural protection confirm Launfal’s worthiness, which had 
been built up through his own behavior throughout the lai. The positions of supernatural proxy 
and wife, both of which confirm the sovereign’s authority in the chronicle tradition in different 
ways, are conflated in Sir Launfal, and in the process become rivals to one another in their own 
rights. Yet at the same time, in order for this to be the case, they are diminished in each role. 
Gwennere’s adultery renders her both monstrous in her outsized desire and an inadequate wife; 
Tryamour is only Launfal’s mistress and is also much more human than her counterpart in 
Lanval, and subject to her father. Both of the women are inextricably tied in their roles as queens 
and almost-sovereigns to their female bodies and the beauty thereof. More than Lanval, Sir 
Launfal makes beauty a qualification for queenship, so that ultimately, the beauty of each figure 
reflects on the relative sovereignty of Arthur and of Launfal, with the latter poised for victory 
and the former scarcely a sovereign at all, falling short in conquest, in marriage, and in 
distribution of political life in the form of wealth. 
 
CONCLUSION  
 The Breton lais Bisclavret, Lanval, and Sir Launfal explore differing perspectives on the 
relationship, particularly in women, between the physical body and the different types of 
sovereignty present in romance that Agamben fails to take account of. In Bisclavret, the title 
character’s wife is punished physically for attempting to usurp the role of sovereign over her 
husband, a role which rightfully is the king’s, and for doing so through her disruptive sexuality. 
This punishment renders her as physically monstrous, and she is accordingly exiled as homo 
sacer. Sir Launfal uses this same element of physical punishment for an adulterous woman who 
utilizes more sovereign power than the king and for her own disruptive sexuality. While she is 
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not exiled from the court, Launfal and Tryamour’s exit indicates a transfer of sovereignty to their 
rival court instead. Queen Gwennere and King Arthur stay in one place, but the political 
significance of their court is nevertheless diminished when Tryamour and Launfal leave, the 
former having proven the superiority of her sovereignty and won Launfal as her subject. At the 
same time, Tryamour’s beauty marks her as worthy of queenship—in fact, in Sir Launfal it is 
fully equated with her worthiness for queenship— but it is a queenship comparable to 
Gwennere’s, in support of her father or of Sir Launfal. Her superior patronage is not enough to 
grant her more than queenship under a more martial, conquering, national sovereign figure more 
reminiscent of the chronicle kings. 
 The lady of Lanval, on the other hand, showcases a true female sovereign. Her court is 
her own, her sovereignty is not parcelized, and her sexual desire serves to continue her own 
lineage. She is Arthur’s true rival as sovereign, with Lanval consistently subservient to her—and, 
in the end, she comes out on top, carrying Lanval to her own, superior court. Still, however, her 
beauty is essential to the narrative in providing proof of her worthiness for this role. Marie de 
France’s lais, though, show this focus on the physical as a manifestation of worth as something 
equally distributed between the sexes—although Lanval does not undergo a physical 
transformation when he loses and regains political life, perhaps because his exile does not reflect 
his behavior, Bisclavret also becomes a physical monster when his behavior, in his treatment of 
his wife and removal of his clothes, breaks social norms. In Thomas Chestre’s Sir Launfal, 
physical beauty is not a requirement for either Arthur or Launfal to be sovereign, nor do either 
Launfal or Arthur become physically monstrous even when, in Arthur’s case, their behavior may 
warrant it. Chestre’s narrative is the most emphatic and the most consistent in naming physical 
beauty as a primary, if not the only qualification for female queenship, especially since 
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Tryamour’s supernatural qualities are diminished. Just as in the chronicle tradition, and unlike in 
Marie’s lais, the female body, whatever its appearance, can hold women back from achieving 
true sovereignty. On the other hand, if she does not serve as vassal to any man, her beauty can 




BEASTLY BEAUTY: MIDDLE ENGLISH LOATHLY LADIES 
 
 Among all of the Arthurian romances, those focusing on Sir Gawain are singularly 
centered on the concept of female sovereignty. Given Gawain’s reputation as, at one end of the 
spectrum, the most courtly of knights, and at the other, the most notorious womanizer of the 
Round Table, this may at first seem surprising. However, this reputation in fact has the effect of 
bringing women and their desires to the forefront of Gawain’s romance narratives. While 
Gawain is ostensibly the hero of each of these romances, and while Arthur always serves as his 
sovereign, the enchantresses and female monsters present—Morgan le Fay and Lady Bertilak in 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the Loathly Ladies of The Wedding of Sir Gawain and 
Dame Ragnelle, The Marriage of Sir Gawain, and The Wife of Bath’s Tale
1
—challenge both that 
heroism and that sovereignty, even bringing into question the very definition of each of these 
terms. 
 The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries saw a proliferation of romances throughout Britain 
featuring Gawain as their quintessentially English protagonist. He is the epitome of both martial 
strength and courtesy in the face of the strange, the supernatural, the feminine, the Other. In each 
of the romances discussed below, as in Lanval and Sir Launfal, Arthur’s sovereignty encounters 
a supernatural, feminine rival, and in three of the four—all except The Wife of Bath’s Tale—it is 
Gawain who confronts this challenger and attempts to align her with Arthur’s centralized 
sovereignty. In his introduction to Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tales, Thomas Hahn 
points out that  
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 The Wife of Bath’s Tale does not feature Gawain by name, but it does remain centered at Arthur’s court. Although 
other romances, most notably Gower’s Tale of Florent, feature the Loathly Lady plot, I choose to focus on the four 
romances listed above because their Arthurian setting maintains a unity of setting with the rest of the dissertation 
and allows a focus on the specific significance of Arthurian sovereignty in medieval British literature and culture. 
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as fantasies of limitless monarchical control, these poems ... offer a precise, undeviating 
agenda for just which lands require subduing and colonization: all are Celtic territories 
that make up the periphery of England—Scotland, Wales, Cornwall, Ireland, the Isle of 
Man, Brittany. Their peripheral location defines a symbolic geography, and their 





Of the four romances discussed in this chapter, The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle 
and The Marriage of Sir Gawain take place in and around Inglewood forest on the English-
Scottish border, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is set in and around the forest of Wirral, 
near the border between Wales and northwest England. These romances, therefore, highlight not 
necessarily a conquest, but a liminality—an uncertainty as to where boundaries lie and, as 
resolution, a new cementing of those boundaries and reaffirmation of English Arthurian 
sovereignty. Further emphasizing the liminal nature of these settings is the forest, which Randy 
Schiff and Joseph Taylor explain is not the purely extralegal wild space it is often discussed as in 
contrast to the court, but is rather “a zone of indistinction,”
3
 where its reservation as the 
sovereign’s hunting ground renders it “simultaneously wild woods and highly regulated forest.”
4
 
The forest presents not just an ambiguous zone between one sovereignty and another, but 




 This ambiguity is embodied in the characters in each of these four romances who present 
themselves as Other, most blatantly in their shapeshifting ability, but also in their nontraditional 
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 Schiff and Taylor, The Poltiics of Ecology, 2-3. 
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 “The duality of the term ‘forest’ in medieval/ Britain illustrates biopolitics’ central concern, the entanglement of 
what the classical Greeks kept separate—zoe, or the simple fact of living, embodied in all flora and fauna outside of 
the polis, and bios, or political life, as a living caught up in law. Much as the medieval forest shows us the 
interrelation of land, life, and law through its essence as a legal space that is not a static property but a vibrant 
ecosystem whose vegetation and animals were managed both for economic and recreational exploitation, so will a 
variety of medieval literary landscapes, viewed through a biopolitical lens, reveal dynamic zones thoroughly defined 




approach to gender roles and in their clothing and manners, which demonstrate an uneasy 
balance between civilized, political life and wild, bare life. Because of this inherent liminality 
that is built into every aspect of these Gawain romances, neither the reader nor the Arthurian 
characters are ever quite sure of how to read the characters presenting threats to the court, and 
therefore each romance is built around misreading and the correction of these threats. Each 
misreading tends to reveal more about the court than it does about the Other being read. Even 
critics, I argue, have traditionally misread these texts, falling for the misdirection of the Loathly 
Ladies involved. Repeatedly, Sir Gawain and his court understand the threat of the Loathly 
Ladies described below to be based in sexuality, when in fact signifiers of the Lady’s outsized 
desire are used to disguise the greater threat posed by the Lady’s intellect. It is as political life 
(bios) that she truly threatens Arthur and Gawain, while they are distracted by her bare life (zoe). 
 
SIR GAWAIN AND THE LOATHLY LADY 
 The question at the heart of the loathly lady tales is, “What do women most desire?” 
Where women’s desire in the chronicle tradition was something to be feared, always depicted as 
outrageous and outsized, a threat to the sovereign, here an understanding of it is what will 
safeguard the sovereignty of the realm by saving the life of the sovereign himself. In The 
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and The Marriage of Sir Gawain— the latter of 
which exists in a fragmentary form, with half of each page torn out
6
—King Arthur faces a 
challenge from a mysterious stranger. In the former romance, Sir Gromer Somer Joure accuses 
the king of wrongfully giving his (Sir Gromer’s) lands over to Sir Gawain, and Arthur is forced 
to beg for his life; in the latter, a baron gives Arthur the choice of fighting him or paying a 
ransom. In each case, the price Arthur must pay is the answer to the question of female desire. 
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Arthur and his companions conduct a thorough survey of the kingdom in search of the answer to 
this question before ultimately receiving what they are assured is the correct answer from the 
Loathly Lady. In each iteration of the tale, the answer to the question is a variation of the same 
theme: women want many things, but above all control, mastery, sovereignty. 
 “Sovereignty” is the stated topic of the loathly lady romances—in fact, some scholars, 
most notably Roger Sherman Loomis, have argued that the Loathly Lady is an iteration of an 
Irish sovereignty goddess
7
—and the term comes up in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as well. 
It should come as no surprise, though, that the term does not adhere strictly to the Agambenian 
definition of sovereignty in either Sir Gawain or the Loathly Lady tales. Instead of the ability to 
decide who may be killed or to designate a homo sacer, the sovereign in the Gawain romance 
tradition possesses a more general power over subjects—men, in particular. In The Wedding of 
Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, the loathly Dame Ragnelle states that 
We desyren of men above alle maner thyng 
To have the sovereynté, withoute lesyng (lying), 
Of alle, bothe hyghe and lowe. 
For where we have sovereynté, alle is ourys, 
Thoughe a knyght be nevere so ferys, 
And evere the mastry wynne. 
Of the moste manlyest is oure desyre: 
To have the sovereynté of such a syre, 





Later, she reinforces this claim, saying, “I say no more, butt above al thyng/ Wemen desyre 
sovereynté, for that is theyr lykyng./ And this is ther most desyre,/ To have the rewlle of the 
manlyest men” (lines 467-70), and later still, “And also he should geve me the sovereynté/ Of 
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 See Roger Sherman Loomis, Celtic Myth and Arthurian Romance (New York: Columbia University Press, 1927). 
The Sovereignty Hag appears in iterations of the tales of Lugaid and of Niall, wherein the hero earns the right to rule 
the kingdom by being the only one who agrees to kiss or sleep with her in spite of her appearance. When embraced, 
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 Thomas Hahn, ed., The Weding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle in Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tales 
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995). All direct quotes are from this source. All translations are mine. 
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alle his body and goodes, sycyrly” (lines 696-97). Here “sovereignty” is described as a means of 
gaining control over what makes up a typically patriarchal system, over men’s bodies and their 
possessions. This is why a gendered reading of Agamben is necessary in this context—Agamben 
does not consider that the means of achieving and defining political life in the medieval context 
are gendered masculine or are associated with masculinity and involve the categorization of 
female bodies as bare life, as demonstrated in Chapter One. The Marriage of Sir Gawain does 
not use the word “sovereignty” in its answer to the question of what women most desire, but 
rather states that “A woman will have her will,/ And this is all her cheef desire” (lines 104-105).
9
 
This answer is more broad, but still encompasses many of the same ideas: control over her life 
and her household. Although authority over a man specifically is not mentioned here, this is 
precisely what the fulfillment of this desire for the tale’s Loathly Lady entails: it is Gawain who 
promises, “Thou shalt have all thy will” (line 170). The answers, “women want sovereignty” and 
“women want to have what they want” are therefore very close in outcome, if not necessarily in 
wording.  
 In each romance, therefore, it appears that the realm in which the Loathly Lady wishes to 
exert her sovereignty or will is a domestic one, as she seeks to become a part of Arthur’s court 
although, as this chapter will argue, that appearance may be deceiving. Most authors of medieval 
romance present female seizure of sovereignty as a gender role reversal, so that women first 
attempt to gain control, as the paragraph above describes, of men’s bodies and then the other 
trappings of traditional masculinity. In Agamben’s terms, this sphere of sovereignty would not 
                                                 
9
 Thomas Hahn, ed. The Marriage of Sir Gawain in Sir Gawain: Eleven Romances and Tales (Kalamazoo: 
Medieval Institute Publications, 1995). All subsequent quotes from the poem are from this source and all 
translations are mine. Hahn, in his introduction to the poem in Sir Gawain, argues that “the crux of the story—what 
women most desire—turns out to be a tautology, for ‘a woman will have her will’: she wants what she wants” (359), 
but it is not as simple as that.  Rather than “a woman wants what she wants,” which would be a circular statement 
that provides no answer, the line more correctly reads as “a woman wants to have what she wants.” This connotes 
the desire to have her wishes obeyed, to have mastery and control she otherwise or ordinarily would lack. 
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count as sovereignty at all, as it is the realm of biological rather than political life.
10
 Yet these 
romances demonstrate that, when it comes to medieval romance in particular, Agamben need not 
be so strict in enforcing this division,
11
 and the fact that he does so enables the characters in the 
romances, and sometimes the author or reader (as in The Wife of Bath’s Tale below), to minimize 
or dismiss the Lady’s threat. Part of this dismissal results in her depiction as physically 
monstrous in her outsized body and outsized desire.  
 Contrary to Agamben’s assertion, and as has already been established in this project’s 
chapter on Breton lais, marriage in medieval texts is almost always, to some degree, a political 
act. Moreover, given the liminal nature of the characters in their liminal setting, a certain blurring 
of the boundaries between biological and political life must take place. As in the chronicles, the 
relationship between husband and wife or lord and lady is not merely domestic—rather, it is the 
basis upon which dynastic succession is built. While it would be easy to assume that dynastic 
succession is of less importance in romances, which focus primarily on the exploits of individual 
knights, than in chronicles, which showcase the continuity of sovereignty, the poets behind The 
Marriage of Sir Gawain and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle make it clear that 
the romantic exploits detailed in each work are still strongly tied to national and sovereign 
concerns. The two realms cannot be fully separated. This is evident even in the sovereignty 
goddess at the origin of the Loathly Lady—tradition indicates an understanding that Gawain’s 
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 “The father’s power should not be confused with the power to kill, which lies within the competence of the father 
or the husband who catches his wife or daughter in the act of adultery, or even less with the power of the dominus 
over his servants.” Agamben, Homo Sacer, 88. 
11
 Indeed, Geraldine Heng asserts of  another Arthurian romance, Le Morte D’Arthur, that “since political and public 
phenomena, in cultural fantasy, are focused through the lens of personal relations, the various crises afflicting 
knighthood, and the history of religious war in which knights feature so ideally, are then most movingly expressed 
in chivalric romance as crises of personal relations. Correspondently, fragmentations in the social body and in/ 
social institutions are best articulated through individual bodies.” Empire of Magic (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2003), 160-61). The personal is only and always a reflection of the political. 
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marriage is, despite plot adjustments in the English tradition,
12
 an inherently political matter 
wrapped up in the sovereignty of the realm.
13
  
 The conflict that jumpstarts the events of The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle 
is a land dispute between Sir Gromer and the king—a dispute in a border area over the extent of 
Arthur’s sovereign power—and if King Arthur does not solve Sir Gromer’s riddle, he will be 
beheaded. Gawain’s marriage to the Loathly Lady is, in essence, part of a political negotiation 
that preserves not only the kingdom’s borders, but also the king’s life. In The Marriage of Sir 
Gawain, the king’s life is likewise held for ransom, a direct threat to the sovereign and to the 
future stability of the realm that is again solved through the “domestic” arrangement of Gawain’s 
marriage. Later, when the offending baron believes that Arthur has failed his task, he attempts to 
seize the king’s land and titles, but even if the conditions here were not as overtly tied to the 
determination of the extent of the king’s sovereignty, the fact that it is the king’s life that is 
threatened, rather than that of one of his knights, lends an undertone of political significance to 
the romance’s unfolding, including the ensuing marriage between Gawain and the Loathly Lady. 
In this context, the Lady’s definition of domestic sovereignty is also political, and the vocabulary 
she uses—“mastery,” “rule,” “will,” the emphasis on both “body and goods”— matches that 
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 Manuel Aguirre in “The Riddle of Sovereignty” sums up these adjustments as a shift from the Lady as 
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sources], domestic rule in the others [the English sources],” although he concedes that they are united in making “a 
statement about woman and her symbolic nature,” with land signifying “woman” in the Irish tradition (278). Later, 
he states that “Gromer’s lands are effectively taken away from him by his sister Ragnell, and lawfully assigned by 
her to Gawain as a result of his marriage pledge. In a significantly obscured way, she is indeed Sovereignty, the 
power that dispenses territorial rule” (279). So in fact, despite his initial assertion, Aguirre acknowledges multiple 




associated with a political sovereign more than a domestic one. In fact, the focus of the Lady’s 
idea of sovereignty on “body and goods” echoes the exertion of sovereignty in the arrangement 
of exogamous marriage that is so essential to the foundation of sovereignty in the chronicle 
tradition, the arrangement which places the female into the role of homo sacer. Although Dame 
Ragnelle in particular draws a line between the public and the private spheres, which might 
correspond to notions of political and biological life, the one very clearly influences the other: 
the decisions Gawain and his Lady make in the privacy of their bedroom will impact public 
presentation and perception, and therefore political life, for both of them. 
 When the Loathly Lady states that women desire sovereignty, she simultaneously evokes 
a system that reverses the foundational marriage arrangements of the chronicles and places men, 
not women, into the homo sacer role. According to Agamben, “The relation of exception is a 
relation of ban. He who has been banned is not, in fact, simply set outside the law and made 
indifferent to it but rather abandoned by it, that is, exposed and threatened on the threshold in 
which life and law, outside and inside, become indistinguishable. It is literally not possible to say 
whether the one who has been banned is outside or inside the juridical order” (Agamben, Homo 
Sacer, 28-29). This is the dynamic the Loathly Lady claims as the heart of female desire. While 
men in the society of the romances initially stand within the law, the Lady proposes to except 
them from the political life to which they are accustomed, so that they are abandoned by the law 
in the same way women are when taking on their roles in the dynastic succession, as established 
in detail in Chapter One. What the Lady proposes is a gender role reversal, therefore, not only in 
that it flips the traditional dynamic of husband and wife, but in that it flips the traditionally 
gendered dynamic of sovereign and homo sacer. This is a political arrangement in the guise of a 
mere domestic one. 
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 It is fitting, then, that the Loathly Lady’s first act in tandem with her declaration that all 
women desire sovereignty is to take on the typically masculine role of active negotiator in a 
political marriage arrangement.
14
 Before she will give Arthur the answer he needs in The 
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, she demands Gawain as her husband: 
“Forsothe,” sayd the Lady, “I am no qued (villain). 
Thou must graunt me a knyght to wed: 
His name is Sir Gawen. 
And suche covenaunt I wolle make the, 
Butt thorowe myne answere thy lyf savyd be, 
Elles lett my desyre be in vayne. 
And yf myne answere save thy lyf, 
Graunt me to be Gawens wyf”  
(lines 279-286). 
 
This is the type of arrangement that in the chronicle tradition would take place between a male 
suitor and a woman’s father or lord. For example, in the Historia Regum Britanniae, the King of 
the Franks sends messengers to Cordelia’s father, Leir, “rogans ut ipsa sibi coniugali teda 
copulanda traderetur” (to ask if the King would let Cordelia go  back  with them so that he could 
marry her).
15
 Here, though, Dame Ragnelle makes the demand, and although Arthur insists that 
he will not give Gawain without the knight’s consent, Gawain’s power more closely resembles 
the typically feminine power of either consent or refusal. Indeed, Gawain consents as a vassal 
submitting to his lord is bound to do, particularly when it comes to saving his life.
16
 For Arthur’s 
part, the language he uses to seal the contract is in keeping with the language Ragnelle uses to 
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“For ye ar my Kyng with honour/ And have worshypt me in many a stowre;/ Therfor shalle I nott lett./ To save 
your lyfe, Lorde, itt were my parte,/ Or were I false and a greatt coward;/And my worshypp is the bett” (lines 348-
353). Hahn and Caldwell argue that the relationship between men, particularly between Gawain and Arthur as lord 
and vassal, is in fact the key bond in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, and that Ragnelle herself 
serves foremost as a vehicle to reinforce those homosocial bonds through the marriage and through her familial ties. 
See: Caldwell, “Brains or Beauty,” 244-46, and Hahn , Sir Gawain, 42. 
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describe her vision of female sovereignty: “Gawen shalle you wed./ So he hathe promysed my 
lyf to save,/And your desyre nowe shalle ye have,/ Bothe in bowre and in bed” (lines 398-401). 
She will have her desire, in the form of Gawain’s body and property. Later, when Queen 
Gaynour attempts to persuade Ragnelle to have her wedding in private, she retorts, "I wol be 
weddyd alle openly,/ For with the Kyng suche covenaunt made I” (lines 575-76[emphasis mine]). 
This reinforces her status as equal negotiator with the king, above even the queen in status. In 
The Marriage of Sir Gawain, the marriage is Arthur’s idea, but he puts the proposition to the 
lady as recompense for her saving his life, and Gawain is not consulted: “‘Give (If) thou ease 
me, lady,’ he said,/ Or helpe me any thing,/ Thou shalt have gentle Gawaine, my cozen,/ and 
marry him with a ring’” (lines 77-80).
17
 This is the language a king would typically use to give 
his daughter to a suitor, such as when Pandrasus, King of the Greeks, gives his daughter Ignoge 
to Brutus in the Historia Regum Britanniae, saying, “Quia ergo tantus iuuenis tanta probitate 
mihi resistere potuit, do ei filiam meam Innogen” (Since so noble a young man has been able to 
resist me so courageously, I give him my daughter Ignoge).
18
 Even before the Loathly Lady 
articulates what women most desire, she has it, as she becomes the negotiator with active 
political life and Gawain becomes the object for which she negotiates. 
 This seizure of political life is particularly significant in both The Wedding of Sir Gawain 
and Dame Ragnelle and The Marriage of Sir Gawain because prior to this event, the Loathly 
Lady’s role is the reverse of the one she acquires in aiding Arthur. Instead, she is the homo sacer 
                                                 
17
 Stephanie Hollis in “‘The Marriage of Sir Gawain’: Piecing the Fragments Together” notes that this move on 
Arthur’s part “violates the spirit of a story which is, at least ostensibly, an affirmation of the mutual benefits of 
volition and choice in marriage,” and uses this seeming discrepancy as grounds to theorize that, in the missing part 
of the manuscript, “the lady rejected Arthur’s attempt to deny both her and Gawain an exercise of choice in marriage 
and required him to bring his knights to her so she could choose for herself whom she would marry,” and that 
Gawain is the only knight to stay, proving himself worthy. The English “Loathly Lady” Tales: Boundaries, 
Traditions, Motifs, ed. S. Elizabeth Passmore and Susan Carter (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2007),  
171, 172. If this is the case, it does not change the Lady’s role as active negotiator in her marriage and Gawain’s 
comparatively passive role. 
18
Geoffrey, Historia Regum Brtainniae, 8. Translated by Lewis Thorpe, The History of the Kings of Britain, 63.  
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under her brother’s sovereignty. Sir Gromer Somer Joure demonstrates the control he has over 
his sister’s life and death when he finds out that she has aided Arthur and exclaims: 
And she that told the nowe, Sir Arthoure, 
I pray to God, I maye se her bren on a fyre; 
For that was my suster, Dame Ragnelle, 
That old scott, God geve her shame. 
Elles had I made the fulle tame; 
Nowe have I lost moche travaylle 
(lines 473-78). 
 
Despite his wilderness dwelling and uncivilized demeanor, which would usually be indicative of 
bare life,
19
 Sir Gromer fits the Agambenian definition of a sovereign in that he has the ability to 
decide who will die both inside and outside the law. In the same circumstances, the baron in The 
Marriage of Sir Gawain is even more explicit:
20
  
An early vengeance light on her! 
She walkes on yonder more— 
It was my sister that told thee this, 
And she is a misshappen hore! 
But heer Ile make mine avow to God 
To doe her an evil turne, 
For an ever I may thate fowle theefe gett, 
In a fyer I will her burne 
(lines 108-115). 
 
Although the brother’s words could be interpreted as impotent frustration, his similarly 
confrontational demeanor with Arthur (in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, he 
asserts, “I holde thy lyfe days nyghe done” (line 57); in The Marriage of Sir Gawain he demands 
to fight Arthur with his club for no apparent reason) and his association with the giants, who are 
                                                 
19
As Hahn observes: “Perhaps even more than the Green Knight in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Sir Gromer 
Somer Joure represents the forces of wildness and incivility: he appears suddenly in the midst of the forest, he 
behaves in ways that violate knightly protocols, and, most of all, he has a name that connects him with the licensed 
anarchy of Midsummer’s Day.” Sir Gawain, 41-42. 
20
Hollis points out that here the baron, like the Lady, has been enchanted by their stepmother, and it has apparently 
affected his demeanor. Nevertheless, “his violent abuse of his sister when he realizes that she has given Arthur the 




particularly violent against women, as a club-wielding wilderness-dweller leave little reason to 
doubt his seriousness. This contrast between the Loathly Lady’s home environment and the one 
she enters is striking and makes her demand for sovereignty all the more significant and 
powerful. The Lady, having lived as homo sacer, deliberately makes a space for herself in the 
opposite position of exception, as sovereign instead.
21
 
 In The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, the Lady’s claim to sovereignty is 
made even stronger after her negotiation for Gawain’s hand, in the way she insists the wedding 
be carried out. In addition to the aforementioned attempts on Gaynour’s part to persuade Dame 
Ragnelle to marry privately in the morning, when Arthur attempts to make the wedding a private 
affair, the Lady again refuses; what’s more, she refutes Arthur’s claim of sovereignty over her. 
When Arthur tells her, “So ye wol be rulyd by my councelle,/ Your wille then shalle ye have” 
(lines 504-05), Dame Ragnelle responds: 
Nay, Sir Kyng, nowe wolle I nott soo; 
Openly I wol be weddyd, or I parte the froo 
Elles shame wolle ye have. 
Ryde before, and I wolle com after,  
Unto thy courte, Syr Kyng Arthoure. 
Of no man I wolle shame; 
Bethynk you howe I have savyd your lyf. 
Therfor with me nowe shalle ye nott stryfe, 
For and ye do, ye be to blame  
(lines 506-14). 
 
                                                 
21
Although most criticism surrounding the Loathly Lady and her brother focuses on her facilitating his acceptance in 
Arthur’s court, Mary Leech and Ellen Caldwell acknowledge the significance of Ragnelle’s role as sovereign here, 
Mary Leech in “Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die: Feminine Usurpation of Masculine Authority in ‘The Wedding of 
Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell” stating that “Dame Ragnell’s request also places her brother under her control, 
though her ability to undermine his trap for Arthur already shows her mastery over him” (226) and Ellen Caldwell in 
“Brains or Beauty” stating that “When Sir Gromer learns Arthur’s answer to the riddle of what women want most, 
he knows immediately that he has been bested by his sister. In failing to tame Arthur, Sir Gromer loses his knight, 
while his sister ‘wins’ her knight, Sir Gawain” (246). Both essays in The English “Loathly Lady” Tales: 
Boundaries, Traditions, Motifs, ed. S. Elizabeth Passmore and Susan Carter (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 2007).  
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This is significant in that Ragnelle is living up to her definition of sovereignty—mastery over the 
manliest men—and that does not mean solely her husband-to-be, but also the king himself. She 
calls on her power over his life, having saved it, to reinforce her authority.
22
 Further, she claims 
this authority in such a way as to ensure the legitimacy of her marriage. The wedding must take 
place in the open before many witnesses so that no one can deny that it has happened, and that it 
is legal and binding: 
She wold nott be weddyd in no maner 
Butt there were made a krye in all the shyre, 
Bothe in town and in borowe. 
Alle the ladyes nowe of the lond, 
She lett kry to com to hand 
To kepe that brydalle thorowe  
(lines 557-62). 
 
What’s more, the narrative highlights that Dame Ragnelle is aware of what she is doing.
23
 Susan 
Carter points out that “her desire for the security of the marriage vows shows shrewd awareness 
of the legality of having publicity, but it also includes something like a sneer at all of Arthur’s 
chivalry, reduced to her witnesses.”
24
 The way she phrases her wedding instructions to the king 
highlights the public nature of the ceremony and who that public will consist of:  
“Arthoure, Kyng, lett fetche me Sir Gaweyn, 
Before the kynghtes, alle in hying, 
That I may nowe be made sekyr. 
In welle and wo trowithe plyghte us togeder 
Before alle thy chyvalry” 
                                                 
22
 Leech, in “Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die,” discusses the irony in the fact that the Lady, who would typically be 
banished from the court due to her appearance and what it represents, “must be invited into the community from the 
outside because of a vital service she can give: the answer to the riddle that will save the knight’s life. Despite the 
public horror at her, she is needed within the closed structure of the court  to preserve the ideals of the society that 
are represented in the endangered knight. Again there is a contradiction presented within the goals of the society: to 
preserve the ideals of the culture, it must open itself up to something that it fears as contaminative of its central 
values” (217). This approach somewhat echoes the chronicles’ approach to Merlin: his particular monstrosity is 
useful to the court, so he is invited in. 
23
 Leech points out the importance of “feminine agency in performance” in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame 
Ragnelle. Ragnelle controls how she is seen and how the court responds to her, rather than being a passive object of 
the male gaze See: Leech, “Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die,” 220).  
24
 Susan Carter, “A Hymenation of Hags,” The English “Loathly Lady” Tales: Boundaries, Traditions, Motifs, ed. S. 
Elizabeth Passmore and Susan Carter (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2007),  90. 
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(lines 525-29 [emphasis mine]; 
Arthur, King, fetch me Sir Gawain, 
Before the knights all gathered, 
That I may now be made secure. 
In wellness and woe we plight troth together 
Before all your chivalry). 
 
These demands do not exist in The Marriage of Sir Gawain, and this difference between the two 
versions of the tale draws attention to the particularly political nature of Dame Ragnelle’s stance 
on female sovereignty and its extent beyond the merely domestic sphere. At the same time, 
Ragnelle’s political negotiations involving her marriage also fill a very traditionally feminine 
role, ensuring the legitimate succession, in a masculine way. The measures Ragnelle insists upon 
mean that no one will be able to cast doubt on the legitimacy of her union with Gawain, which 
will likewise help their offspring to be viewed as legitimate.
25
 
 While the Loathly Lady, and particularly Dame Ragnelle, seizes political life and a claim 
to sovereignty, however, she remains inextricably tied to her physical body, occupying another 
traditional role: that of the female monster. The Wedding of Sir Gawayn and Dame Ragnelle 
introduces her as “as ungoodly a creature/ As evere man sawe, withoute mesure” (lines 228-29), 
and the subsequent physical description emphasizes her excessive size: 
Her face was red, her nose snotyd withalle, 
Her mowithe wyde, her tethe yalowe overe alle, 
With bleryd eyen gretter then a bale. 
Her mowithe was nott to lak: 
Her tethe hyng overe her lyppes, 
Her chekys wyde as wemens hippes. 
A lute she bare upon her bak; 
Her nek long and therto greatt; 
Her here cloteryd on an hepe; 
In the sholders she was a yard brode. 
                                                 
25
 While one could argue that this helps accomplish her brother’s goals of getting his lands back from Sir Gawain, 
since her heirs will be his blood relatives, the land will not return to Sir Gromer directly, and since the relationship 
between the siblings does not seem to be a harmonious one, it is unlikely that he would get a say in the governance 
of the land. Instead, Dame Ragnelle creates a means by which rulership of their family’s land can skip over Sir 
Gromer entirely, granting her more influence over its governance than he will ever have again. 
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Hangyng pappys to be an hors lode, 
And lyke a barelle she was made 
(lines 231-42 [emphasis mine]). 
 
She resembles Albyne of Albion at the point when she and her sisters are living off wild animals, 
or Albyne’s giant offspring—humanity writ large.
26
 Like Albyne and the giants, too, later 
descriptions of Ragnelle show her as resembling an animal, saying that “So fowlle a sowe sawe 
nevere man” (line 597), and that she has “two tethe on every syde/ As borys tuskes, I wolle nott 
hyde,/ Of lengthe a large handfulle” (lines 548-50)
27
 and “nayles ... long ynchys thre,/ Therwith 
she breke her mete ungoodly” (lines 607-608). Following this is a lengthy description of what 
(and how much) Ragnelle proceeds to eat, in most uncourteous fashion. The poet informs us that, 
“When the servyce cam her before,/ She ete as moche as six that ther wore” (lines 604-605), and 
again like Albyne, her diet consists entirely of meats:
28
 
She ette thre capons, and also curlues thre, 
And greatt bake metes she ete up, perdé. 
Al men therof had mervaylle. 
Ther was no mete cam her before 
Butt she ete itt up, lesse and more  
(lines 610-14). 
 
                                                 
26
 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen similarly compares the Wife of Bath to Albyne, citing her depiction as “a monstrous 
warning of the woe that is in marriage,” creating a cultural justification for the dominance of husbands over wives. 
Of Giants, 55. 
27
 Interestingly, at this point her “neck long and thereto great” is replaced by a neck that “forsothe on her was none 
iseen” (line 555), indicating that the purpose of this passage differs from that of Dame Ragnelle’s introduction—one 
is to convey giganticism, the other animality. 
28
 Jeanne Provost, in “Sovreign Meat: Reassembling the Hunter King from Medieval Forest Law to The Wedding of 
Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle,” suggests that, because Dame Ragnelle both consumes and is compared to animals, 
there are undertones of cannibalism to this scene: “When the wedding guests watch Dame Ragnelle eating all kinds 
of meat, part of their horror may arise from the resemblance between her semihuman form and the bodies of the 
game animals on the table, a reminder that humans, too, have flesh some species find edible.” This is possible; it 
should be noted that the only named animals Ragnelle eats are game fowl, and she is only overtly compared to pigs, 
but the idea that she has a “predatory physiognomy” (78) is convincing. The Politics of Ecology: Land, Life and Law 
in Medieval Britain, ed. Randy P. Schiff and Joseph Taylor (Columbus: The Ohio State University Press, 2016), 77-
78 .  
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 The reader is left with an impression of Dame Ragnelle as excessive and wild in every way,
29
 
strengthening her association with homo sacer in the form of the werewolf, the giant, and the 
not-quite-human. 
  The Loathly Lady in The Marriage of Sir Gawain is less gigantic, but more demonic.
30
 
When Arthur first encounters her, her features are described as follows: 
Then there as shold have stood her mouth, 
Then there was sett her eye; 
The other was in her forhead fast, 
The way that she might see. 
Her nose was crooked and turnd outward, 
Her mouth stood foule awry; 
A worse formed lady than shee was, 
Never man saw with his eye. 
(lines 57-64) 
 
Instead of having oversized or animal-like features, this Loathly Lady’s features are either 
misplaced or malformed. According to Hollis, “Her monstrousness is conceived as a literal 
deformity—it is as if a malign hand has wrenched and twisted her facial features sideways.”
31
 
Later, she describes her own appearance as “most like a feeind of hell” (l. 82). In both versions 
of the story, the lady’s form is that of misshapen humanity—specifically, misshapen femininity.  
 This is the sort of physical distortion that identifies giants and demons in the chronicle 
tradition, where physical excess and deformity, as well as animality, typically indicate sexual 
excess and depravity. These monstrous homines sacri are hybrid figures, inhabiting a space 
                                                 
29
 In his article about the Chester Cycle’s Shepherds’ Play, “Leeks for Livery: Consuming Welsh Difference in the 
Chester Shepherds’ Play,” Robert Barrett suggests that excessive eating is a mark of Otherness, but that the 
shepherds’ choice of English foods “incorporate[s] them into the English ‘culinary system.’” Mapping the Medieval 
City: Space, Place and Identity in Chester c. 1200-1600, ed. Catherine A.M. Clarke (Cardiff: University of Wales 
Press, 2011), 91. This is the kind of assimilation through mastication likewise suggested by Provost when she says 
that Ragnelle’s excessive consumption, while it “provokes the disgust of all around her,” also “compliments Arthur, 
for, as the author tells us, she can eat all she wants because his land produces plenty.” “Sovereign Meat,” 76. This is 
not in keeping, however, with Ragnelle’s generally challenging approach to Arthur. Her choice of food, moreover, 
associates her more with the forest than the court, cementing her status as a wild, liminal figure. 
30
Hollis states that “the ‘Marriage’ is unique among the Loathly Lady stories in its demonic conception of the 





between civilization and wilderness, bios and zoe. Implicit in these figures is the notion that the 
characteristics of zoe in them, the depravity and the excess, are what make them fearsome. One 
could easily argue that the Loathly Lady in both of these tales is likewise marked by outsized 
desire, and indeed, this is the critical consensus, with Bugge, Hahn, Peck, Leech, and Hebert, for 
example, citing her sexual appetite, her “gross and fearsome eroticism” as a given.
32
 I argue, 
however, that this is a misreading of the character—both by the critics and the characters within 
the narrative—and that the Loathly Lady subverts this reading to her own advantage.
33
  
 Certainly there is a great deal of anxiety on the part of the court in each romance 
revolving around the prospect of Gawain’s physical relationship with his new wife, with 
Gaynour and the court weeping for his sake in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle 
and Sir Kay in The Marriage of Sir Gawain remarking with disgust on the prospect of Gawain 
having to so much as kiss this Lady: 
Sir Kay beheld this ladys face, 
And looked uppon her swire: 
"Whosoever kisses this lady," he sayes, 
"Of his kisse he stands in feare." 
Sir Kay beheld the lady againe, 
And looked upon her snout: 
“Whosoever kisses this lady,” he saies, 
“Of his kisse he stands in doubt” 
(lines 128-35). 
 
Sex hangs over each romance as a sort of implicit threat, a reversal of the mal mariée trope in 
which a young woman is forced to marry an old man (although in these cases the age disparity is 
                                                 
32
 John Bugge, “Fertility Myth and Female Sovereignty in ‘The Wedding of Sir Gawen and Dame Ragnell,” The 
Chaucer Review 39, no. 2 (2004):  202-203. See also Hahn , Sir Gawain, 41; Leech, “Why Dame Ragnell Had to 
Die,” 217, 222; Hebert, Morgan le Fay, Shapeshifter, 56. Russell A. Peck reads the description of “her horrendous 
mouth, teeth, and hair” as reminiscent of the vagina dentata, “as if the voracious mouth were between her hips,” 
leading to fear of castration on the part of the court. “Folklore and Powerful Women in Gower’s ‘Tale of Florent,’” 
The English “Loathly Lady” Tales: Boundaries, Traditions, Motifs, ed. S. Elizabeth Passmore and Susan Carter 
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2007), 115. 
33
 It is even possible to interpret the Loathly Lady’s upside-down and inside-out face in The Marriage of Sir Gawain 
as a nod to this subversion of the expectations created by her appearance. 
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usually enough to evoke disgust, and the man does not need to be otherwise physically 
grotesque). I argue that the Loathly Lady, however, hardly lives up to that threat, and not only 
because she transforms to become beautiful. It is possible to interpret Dame Ragnelle’s 
immediate demand for Gawain’s hand as motivated by lust rather than by a desire for 
sovereignty, and it is she who demands “cortesy in bed” from Gawain after they are married. 
Failing that, however, rather than forcing herself on him, she is content to settle for only a kiss: 
“Yett for Arthours sake kysse me att the leste;/ I pray you do this att my request./ Lett se howe 
ye can spede” (lines 635-37). Other than this reasonable bridal expectation, she makes no 
amorous advances toward Gawain.
34
 What’s more, interpreting the Lady’s negotiation for 
Gawain’s hand as purely lustful ignores her overtly political motivations. In what survives of The 
Marriage of Sir Gawain, there are even fewer indications on the Lady’s part of excessive desire; 
her brother calls her “a misshappen hore” (line 111), but he is decidedly not the most reliable 
character witness. The characters in each romance, however, are so fixated on the Lady’s 
physical, sexual threat to Gawain that they by and large ignore her challenges to Arthur in her 
assumption of political life through, for example, her marriage negotiations. 
 The closest either iteration of the Loathly Lady comes to revealing a lustful nature is in 
The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, when Ragnelle lists possible answers to the 
question of what women most desire: 
Summe men sayn we desyre to be fayre; 
Also we desyre to have repayre 
Of diverse straunge men; 
Also we love to have lust in bed; 
And often we desyre to wed. 
Thus ye men nott ken 
                                                 
34
 Leech, on the other hand, in “Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die,” takes this as evidence that she “seeks to release her 
voracious sexual appetite within the bonds of matrimony” (222-23), not noting the willingness to forego sex for a 




Yett we desyre anoder maner thyng: 
To be holden nott old, butt fresshe and yong, 
With flatryng ande glosyng and quaynt gyn— 
So ye men may us wemen evere wyn 
Of whate ye wolle crave  
(lines 408-418). 
 
Here all of the desires listed are physical, either focusing on physical appearance or on physical 
desires, and two are overtly sexual: to have “repayre of diverse straunge men” and to have “lust 
in bed.” Yet these, along with the desire to be fair and the desire to wed, are desires Dame 
Ragnelle attributes to men—they are “summe men”’s interpretations of, or best guesses at, 
women’s desires. Ragnelle’s commentary here, therefore, is less on what women actually want 
and more on how misogynist stereotypes would portray them, and therefore potentially reflects 
more negatively on men than on women. The only desire on Dame Ragnelle’s list aside from the 
ultimate and most universal desire for sovereignty is again dependent on male perception: it is 
the desire to be flattered, and to be considered young and beautiful. This is interesting in that it is 
at one remove from the woman’s physical body—it is listed separately from the desire to 
actually be beautiful. Rather, they want to be seen and addressed as beautiful. The onus here is 
on men’s minds more than it is on female bodies.
35
 All of this accords with the idea that the 
Loathly Lady’s outsized desire is more in the minds of the court than in the body of the lady 
herself. 
 The question of the Lady’s lust is important because, as has already been established in 
this dissertation,
36
 a woman’s excessive desire signifies danger of the disruption of the dynastic 
succession, and therefore poses a threat to the sovereignty of the realm. A woman, particularly a 
wife, whose desire exceeds its bounds muddies the line’s paternal waters, diluting the bloodline 
                                                 
35
 Bugge, in “Fertility Myth,” acknowledges Ragnelle’s implication that the men who say these things “do not 
understand,” but then focuses on the importance to women of being seen as young and fertile, without turning 
attention to the way this also reflects on men’s perception and their misogyny (206). 
36
 See Chapter One. 
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or at least calling the succession into question. She becomes the antithesis to the woman whose 
role is to legitimate the dynastic succession through her chaste and maternal body. There are 
indeed points, particularly in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, when the Loathly 
Lady seems to threaten both Gawain’s line of succession (and thereby the king’s, since Gawain 
is one of his closest relatives and he has no direct heir) and Arthur’s sovereignty and authority, 
but not through her sexuality. Instead, these potential threats come through her seizure of 
political life. For example, despite earlier claims that she would ride behind him, when Ragnelle 
and Arthur arrive at court, “Into the courte she rode hym by;/ For no man wold she spare, 
securly—/ Itt likyd the Kyng fulle ylle” (lines 518-520). S. Elizabeth Passmore notes that the 
scene “indicates Dame Ragnelle’s refusal to behave as anything less than the equal of the 
king,”
37
 which could easily be read as a challenge to him. Once inside, she “bygan the highe 
dese” (line 601), taking precedence at the table.
38
  
 Yet these rudenesses, unlike those of the Green Knight in Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight, never transform into an actual threat, just as assumptions about the Loathly Lady’s 
excessive sexuality never quite come to fruition. Instead, despite her attitude of equality ot the 
king, the majority of her sovereign demands seek to uphold Arthur’s sovereignty (she saves his 
life and safeguards his land claims) and legitimate dynastic succession. Possibly the Lady’s lack 
of a sexual appetite to match her appetite for food foreshadows the ultimate revelation of any 
Loathly Lady tale: that the Lady’s appearance does not match her reality. The threat she seems to 
present never manifests. In fact, in each tale, the Lady’s ugliness is the result of an enchantment 
cast on her by her stepmother, making her more the victim than the perpetrator of the 
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S. Elizabeth Passmore, “Through the Counsel of a Lady: The Irish and English Loathly Lady Tales and the 
‘Mirrors of Princes’ Genre,” The English “Loathly Lady” Tales: Boundaries, Traditions, Motifs, ed. S. Elizabeth 
Passmore and Susan Carter (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2007),  24. 
38




supernatural. Once Gawain and his new wife are alone and about to consummate their marriage, 
the Loathly Lady suddenly transforms into a beautiful young woman and presents the knight 
with a choice: he may have her foul by day and fair by night, or foul by night and fair by day. 
 The very presentation of this choice to Gawain marks an abrupt change in the Lady’s 
character, particularly in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, where she had 
previously been so insistent on gaining and utilizing her own sovereignty, specifically in the 
form of mastery over men. The shift in her attitude is apparent from her first words to Gawain 
after her physical transformation: “Whatt is your wylle?”(line 643). In each version she then asks 
Gawain to choose how she will appear to him and to the court. Gawain, confounded by his 
options, neither of which is wholly positive for him, ultimately grants the power of choice back 
to the Loathly Lady.
39
 The language he uses to do so resembles and reflects the Lady’s when she 
defines sovereignty. In The Marriage of Sir Gawain, where womankind’s chief desire is simply 
“to have her will” (line 104), Gawain tells her, “because thou art my owne lady,/ Thou shalt have 
all thy will” (lines 170-71). In The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, where Ragnelle 
specifically wants rule over man, including “alle his body and goodes, sycyrly” (line 697), 
Gawain tells her: 
“Evyn as ye wolle, I putt itt in your hand. 
Lose me when ye lyst, for I am bond; 
I putt the choyse in you. 
Bothe body and goodes, hartt, and every dele, 
Ys alle your oun, for to by and selle— 
That make I God avowe!” 
(ll. 679-84 [emphasis mine]). 
                                                 
39
 Passmore and Hollis each discuss the idea that in the Marriage, the decision that results in the Lady’s 
transformation is less one-sided, with the Lady herself a participant in guiding Gawain toward the correct choice, the 
tacit third option of granting the choice to her. “Through the Counsel of a Lady, 27-28; “Piecing the Fragments 
Together,” 172-73. Both agree that this makes it less likely that the Lady gives up her sovereignty as Ragnelle does 
in the missing pages that follow the transformation, as it sends the message that the Lady’s counsel and 
consideration of her wishes essential to the happiness of both. This does not change the terms of the court’s 
acceptance of her, which are still based in physical acceptability, but does create a potentially different dynamic 




It is interesting that here Gawain is apparently talking about the fate of his own body and heart as 
dependent on Dame Ragnelle’s choice, when it is in fact her body that will physically change. 
Yet this is indicative of the two-sided victory of the end of the Loathly Lady tale: Gawain grants 
sovereignty to the Lady, and with it control over her own body and his fate—yet because he has 
done this, he is rewarded, and the Loathly Lady will from now on be beautiful all the time. They 
both get what they want. Moreover, the Lady explains that she was never really ugly, but simply 
enchanted by her stepmother, a necromancer, to appear that way.
40
 The manuscript of The 
Marriage of Sir Gawain is interrupted before the reason behind the breaking of the curse can be 
fully explained, but The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle has the formerly loathly 
Lady explain that she was cursed “evyn tylle the best of Englond had wedyd me verament,/ And 
also he should geve me the sovereynté/ Of alle his body and goodes, sycyrly” (lines 696-98). So, 
apparently, the solution to Arthur’s riddle was also the solution to her own curse. 
 This may initially seem like a victory for the Loathly Lady of the tale: she has the 
sovereignty all women want and which she herself has demanded. The Wedding of Sir Gawain 
and Dame Ragnelle, however, positions this as the last choice she makes of her own free will.
41
 
Once she has explained how she was cursed and how the curse is now broken, Dame Ragnelle is 
quick to assure Gawain that, now that he has given her sovereignty, she “woll nott wrothe the 
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Although the stepmother’s enchantment may diminish the Loathly Lady’s agency in her supernatural abilities, 
rendering her monstrosity as her primary supernatural aspect, Leech argues that the stepmother, “oddly complicitous 
in the usurpation of masculine culture,” retains “feminine agency” as “a central part of the Dame Ragnell tale.” 
“Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die,” 22. Aguirre, on the other hand, gets around the problem by saying that the 
stepmother is merely “a projection or ‘unfolding’ of the Loathly Lady herself, a convenient manifestation of her 
hostile aspect.” “The Riddle of Soveriegnty, 277. 
41
Again, The Marriage of Sir Gawain cuts off prematurely, so we do not see what happens after the Lady and 
Gawain’s reconciliation. However, Caldwell is among the critics who note Dame Ragnelle’s loss of political life 
here. In “Brains or Beauty,” she states that “Generally, it is only when she is loathsome and ‘ungendered’ (i.e., freed 
from her female role), that the Loathly Lady is beyond male control and is sought after, not as a sexual object but as 
the source of special powers ... But when beauty enters the picture, that is, when her appropriate gendering is 
recovered, her powers abate” (236-37), with the conclusion that “What might be read as a tale of a woman’s shrewd 
manipulation of men, her successful escape from the curse of loathsomeness, and happy marriage, is actually a tale 
of punishment of the lady, who threatens the bond between men” (249). 
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erly ne late” (line 702). This seems contrary to her assertion that she will have only and entirely 
her own will and that she will have control over Gawain, his body, and his property. Yet the 
poem repeats this sentiment in the same or similar words multiple times before its close. First, 
Ragnelle repeats and expands on her promise publicly, in front of the king and the entire court: 
Therfore, curteys Knyght and hend Gawen, 
Shalle I nevere wrathe the serteyn, 
That promyse nowe here I make. 
Whilles that I lyve I shal be obaysaunt; 
To God above I shalle it warraunt, 
And nevere with you to debate 
(lines 781-86). 
 
This goes beyond her earlier promise, both in its public nature—it is as public as her wedding 
was—and in her vows to appease Gawain. Not only will she “nevere wrathe” him and “never 
with [him] debate,” but she promises that “whilles that I lyve I shal be obaysaunt,” a promise that 
directly negates her previously avowed and desired position of sovereign.
42
 Instead, she will 
acquiesce to her own deprivation of political life and simply obey her husband. The poem does 
not stop at this, however. The end of the poem again reassures the reader that “in her lyfe she 
grevyd hym [Gawain] nevere” (line 823), and adds that “therfor was nevere woman to hym 
lever” (line 824). Not only is Dame Ragnelle obedient and pleasant to her husband—never 
grieving him, arguing with him, or making him angry—but that is the reason he loves her above 
all other women. The poem has transformed from a tale of uncovering what women really desire 
to one that reveals the true desires, just as it reveals the true fears, of its male characters. Arthur, 
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There are multiple critics who insist that Dame Ragnelle maintains some measure of sovereignty after her 
transformation. Bugge, in “Fertility Myth,” claims that  “This is not a pledge of subservience, but an assurance that 
the two will live in concord. Given sexual sovereignty, Ragnell at once return the favor by giving her husband the 
spousal sovereignty due him according to the orthodox Pauline pronouncement that the husband shall be head of the 
wife” (211). As has already been established, however, sexual sovereignty is not the type of limited sovereignty 
Ragnelle professed to desire. What she avowed that women want much more closely resembles spousal sovereignty. 
Leech, similarly, insists in “Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die” that Ragnelle continues to wield a dangerously 
subversive power after her transformation, but that power as she describes it consists almost entirely of her “ability 
to control Gawain through excessive sex” (225-26). This, again, is not quite the sovereignty Dame Ragnelle 
previously had in mind. 
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too, approves of Ragnelle’s transformation; the last three lines of the poem are, “She was the 
fayrest Lady of all Englond,/ When she was on lyve, I understand;/ So sayd Arthoure the Kyng” 
(lines 826-28). Indeed, Arthur may have reason beyond her physical transformation to think so 
well of Dame Ragnelle now, for her demeanor toward him also changes. Instead of making 
demands, as she did when she was the Loathly Lady, “She prayd the Kyng for his gentilnes,/ ‘To 
be good lord to Sir Gromer, iwysse,/ Of that to you he hathe offendyd’” (lines 811-13).
43
 No 
longer does she apparently desire equal footing with the king or control over her abusive brother. 
In fact, the entire court’s opinion of Dame Ragnelle reverses once she is beautiful—whereas 
before her transformation, the court had treated her with shame and revulsion, now she is 
beloved by all. In The Marriage of Sir Gawain, this is similarly represented in the Lady’s 
reconciliation with Sir Kay, who congratulates Gawain, and the subsequent welcome of the court 
and king, who “beheld that lady faire/ That was soe faire and bright” (lines 210-11). In fact, it is 
not until after The Wedding’s Dame Ragnelle appears as beautiful and the court admires her that 
Arthur admits freely that she saved his life. 
 When Dame Ragnelle is docile, when she ceases to seek sovereignty, she becomes 
acceptable to Arthur’s court in a way she could not be in her guise as Loathly Lady. This is in 
some ways a reversal of the function of the lady’s beauty in Lanval and Sir Launfal: here, beauty 
is still indicative of inner worthiness, but not for sovereignty—rather, it marks a more traditional 
femininity. An argument could be made that Ragnelle retains control over Gawain’s body and 
diminishes his particularly masculine claims to patriarchal sovereignty, since the poem tells us 
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 Both Passmore and Leech take the subsequent renewal of concord between Arthur and Sir Gromer as evidence of 
Dame Ragnelle’s continued political life at court after her transformation, with Passmore in “Through the Counsel 
of a Lady” characterizing her intervention as “counsel” and “advis[ing] the king” (26), and Leech in “Why Dame 
Ragnell Had to Die” saying she “exerts power over her brother, Sir Gromer, and even Arthur” (225). This seems to 
me to be a mischaracterization of a scene in which Ragnelle “prayd the Kyng for his gentilnes,” a supplicatory 




that he loves her so much that “As a coward he lay by her bothe day and nyghte./ Nevere wold 
he haunt justyng aryghte;/ Theratt mervaylyd Arthoure the Kyng” (lines 808-10). Yet this is only 
a fraction of what she initially states as her desire, and that of all women—to have sovereignty in 
the form of political life.
44
 The ending of each Loathly Lady poem pares down this desire to a 
merely domestic form of sovereignty, and even that is limited to a sovereignty focused on the 
body and on sexual desire. Strangely, it is when the Lady’s body is no longer loathly and 
indicative of disruption that her association with outsized desire becomes overt rather than 
coded. This is, however, desire within the bounds of marriage, and therefore not as threatening as 
it might otherwise be. It disrupts, to an extent, Gawain’s masculine identity, but it does not affect 
the dynastic succession. The gender-role reversal that exists in Dame Ragnelle’s seizure of a 
masculine, and even kingly role in negotiating her marriage contracts, just like her definition of 
sovereignty, is relegated to the domestic sphere. The end of The Wedding of Sir Gawain and 
Dame Ragnelle puts Gawain in a position of being consumed by the feminine domestic life and 
at risk of losing his manly renown, just as Erec is at the midpoint of Chretien de Troyes’s Erec et 
Enide. He is not, however, at risk of losing his political life; he has reclaimed the dominant 
position in his marriage in Ragnelle’s promised deference to him and does not need to worry, as 
Erec does, about forcing his wife into blind obedience.  
 It cannot be coincidence that the Loathly Lady’s political life vanishes as soon as her 
beauty reappears, nor that both of these events coincide with her marriage. The stories of Sir 
Gawain and the Loathly Lady raise the question of whether female sovereignty (unlike in 
Lanval)  is only possible in a monstrous woman, whether female sovereignty is itself inherently 
monstrous. The texts of these romances present a more complicated answer to that question than 
one might initially anticipate. At the outset of each poem, the Loathly Lady is homo sacer in a 
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 See note 37 for more on this topic. 
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doubled sense: as a woman and as a monster. As a woman, her political life may be destroyed in 
marriage; as a monster, she may be physically killed—both of these acts would serve in different 
ways to establish and confirm a traditional, patriarchal sovereignty. Typically, both of these 
homo sacer roles are essentially embodied: the woman is homo sacer because of the importance 
of her feminine body to the dynastic succession—its ability to both ensure and disrupt the 
continuation of the bloodline, while the monster is homo sacer because of its not-quite-human 
form, representing the excesses a civilized sovereign must purge from his society. While the 
Loathly Lady is certainly physically monstrous, with all of the associations with the animal and 
the demonic as well as the excessive appetite this implies, she is not solely defined by her 
physical state. On the contrary, it is her knowledge of women’s desires that is the reason for her 
introduction and the key to her role in the plot of each poem. It is this knowledge that enables her 
to save Arthur’s life and thereby claim Gawain in marriage and claim a place of sovereignty next 
to Arthur’s.
45
 In this sense, she is comparable to the Merlin of the chronicle tradition, who 
occupies a place of sovereignty due to his monstrous intellect. The difference, though, is that the 
Loathly Lady’s special knowledge is not overtly the product of her monstrosity via actual divine 
or demonic association, although she is mysteriously the only person who comes up with the 
correct answer to the riddle; even if there is a supernatural component to this knowledge, though, 
it equally the product of her femininity, her status as a woman. While the court expects the 
Loathly Lady to live up to all of their expectations of excessive sexuality in a female monster, 
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In “Through the Counsel of a Lady,” Passmore, in fact, attributes the significance of the Loathly Lady’s role to her 
intelligence, theorizing that the English Loathly Lady tradition retains the Lady’s role of counselor or advisor from 
the Irish tradition. While the Irish Loathly Lady’s prophecy or advice was key to the chosen king attaining 
sovereignty, “the English Loathly Lady’s counsel of the protagonist is essential for his quest’s success, as she 
advises the hero on the inner qualities he needs to be an effective leader” (13). Passmore connects the popularity of 




she instead shows herself as a female monster who is excessively intelligent. It is not her zoe that 
is to be feared, but her bios—her political life. 
 That the Loathly Lady is not the purely uncivilized figure the court expects should have 
been clear to them from the factors mitigating her monstrous appearance. Like the equally 
ambiguous intruder, the Green Knight, her appearance blends the wild and the civilized. In The 
Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, following the initial description of Ragnelle’s foul 
appearance, the poet tells us that 
She satt on a palfray was gay begon (decorated), 
With gold besett and many a precious stone. 
Ther was an unsemely syghte: 
So fowlle a creature withoute mesure 
To ryde so gayly, I you ensure, 
Ytt was no reason ne ryghte  
(lines 246-51). 
 
The poet acknowledges the contradiction here, and the sense of wrongness it creates. In The 
Marriage of Sir Gawain, the Lady is likewise “cladd in red scarlett” (line 56), finely dressed for 
so disgusting a lady.
46
 The court misses the hints that the Lady is not simply a monstrous 
feminine body, however, even when she fails to live up to their expectations of licentiousness 
and seemingly condemns their own misogynistic expectations in her list of potential female 
desires. 
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 The poet later describes that, at her wedding, “She was arrayd in the riches maner,/ More fresher than Dame 
Gaynour;/ Her arraymenet was worthe three thousand mark” (lines 590-93). Considering these descriptive passages, 
Leech, in “Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die,” concludes that “From the first appearance of Dame Ragnell, she posits 
herself as noble and insists on the treatment and public display befitting a noblewoman. She even appropriates the 
place of the feminine pinnacle of the male society: the queen” (218-19). Hollis, in “Piecing the Fragments 
Together,” likewise notes of the Marriage that “the incongruous finery of the lady’s clothing associates her with the 
court ... It hints, too, at the discrepancy between her physical appearance and inner nature which is shortly to be 
demonstrated,” although she neglects to credit the Wedding with its similar gesture (169). Interestingly, Hahn, in Sir 
Gawain, similarly fails to give the same due credit to the Marriage, saying that “Marriage presents a retelling bolder 




The outcome of the narrative, moreover, seems to condemn this behavior on the part of the court. 
When the Loathly Lady re-emerges as a beautiful woman, their earlier disdain for her and 
inability to see beyond her grotesque appearance seems shallow. Yet the Lady’s changed 
behavior indicates that physical monstrosity is not the only kind to be wary of, and that her 
intelligence and masculine-seeming assertiveness are part of her monstrous curse. While the 
court is preoccupied with the Lady’s physicality, they nearly miss that the more serious threat is 
her assumption of the role of sovereign in her demands and performative acts, her political life. 
While sovereignty may be what every woman wants, the romance implies that the attainment of 
it in any real sense is enough to make her a threat—a  monster.  
 As long as the Loathly Lady exercises her sovereignty primarily in ultimate service of the 
dominant patriarchal order, the threat she presents is only latent. She saves Arthur’s life, secures 
his lands, and arranges her own marriage to Gawain. The romances imply, however, that this 
state of affairs is still disruptive and ultimately must be corrected. The Loathly Lady’s threat is 
neutralized when Gawain marries the lady to kill the monster, combining the two acts indicative 
of securing sovereignty in depriving her of political life. In marrying the monster, he likewise 
kills the sovereign. It is her political life which has made the Loathly Lady more than merely 
homo sacer in a doubled state of exclusion based in gender and monstrosity. The final choice she 
is allowed to make after marriage vows are exchanged—but before the marriage is 
consummated—is an act of mastery over men only in so far as Gawain renounces his power over 
the Lady’s body to her. Primarily, it is an act of sovereignty over herself and her own body. Once 
her political life is gone and the monster it spawned is effectively dead, she fits more closely the 
accepted norms of her society, and she is seen to be beautiful and embraced by Arthur’s court. 
 
THE WIFE OF BATH’S TALE 
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 Although its protagonist knight is never named, Chaucer’s Wife of Bath’s Tale follows 
closely the Loathly Lady narrative of the Gawain romances, with a knight who apparently 
absorbs the lesson that women truly desire sovereignty when he grants his ugly wife the ability to 
choose her own appearance. The significance of this sovereignty, however, is rendered 
differently than that in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle or The Marriage of Sir 
Gawain in several key ways that draw a permeable divide between political and domestic life—
in Agamben’s terms, between bios and zoe— in order to emphasize the significance of the body 
itself as an influence on political life. 
 This difference in how Chaucer treats female sovereignty is apparent even in the 
definition of sovereignty his Loathly Lady provides. The knight she is helping relays her 
interpretation of female desire in this way: “Wommen desiren to have sovereynetee/ As wel over 
hir housband as hir love,/ And for to been in maistrie hym above” (lines 1038-40).
47
 On the 
surface, this seems to essentially reproduce the definitions found in The Wedding of Sir Gawain 
and Dame Ragnelle and The Marriage of Sir Gawain—women desire mastery over men, 
particularly a man the lady is tied to in romantic and domestic spheres: “her husband” or “her 
love.” The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, however, goes beyond that, clarifying 
that women desire sovereignty “of alle, bothe hyghe and lowe” (line 424), of “the moste 
manlyest” (line 428), and “of alle his body and goods” (line 697) [emphasis mine]. The focus is 
not just on mastery over the husband or lover, but over all men, particularly the “moste 
manlyest.” In Dame Ragnelle’s case, this empowers her to challenge the authority of the king 
himself. Ragnelle’s definition also encompasses not just men’s bodies, but also their “goods,” or 
property. This again expands the domain of the lady’s sovereignty beyond the private, domestic 
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 Geoffrey Chaucer, The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd ed., ed. Larry D. Benson and F. N. Robinson (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987. All direct quotes from this edition. Any translations are mine. 
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sphere and into the public, political one.
48
 Each of these phrases makes clear that Dame 
Ragnelle’s sovereignty consists of political life. In The Wife of Bath’s Tale, though, the Lady 
explicitly refuses the knight’s goods. The knight begs her to choose some other reward for her 
service, to “taak al my good and lat my body go,” but she refuses: 
“Nay, thanne,” quod she, “I shrewe us bothe two! 
For thogh that I be foul, and oold, and poore 
I nolde for al the metal, ne for oore 
That under erthe is grave or lith above, 
But if thy wyf I were, and eek thy love”  
(lines 1062-66). 
 
 This Loathly Lady only wants to be the knight’s “wyf” and “love,” words which echo the “as 
wel over hir housband as hir love” in her definition of sovereignty. It is clear that the domestic 
sphere is where she sees herself gaining sovereignty over this knight. The Loathly Lady in The 
Marriage of Sir Gawain, on the other hand, defines sovereignty so broadly that it also, almost by 
default, pertains to political life: “a woman will have her will” (line 104). The Wife of Bath’s 
Loathly Lady significantly leaves out on the one hand Dame Ragnelle’s caveats, and on the 
other, the Lady in The Marriage of Sir Gawain’s broadness, so that her version of sovereignty is 
specific to the home.  
 This is especially interesting given that The Wife of Bath’s Tale posits an Arthurian court 
in which political life for at least some women is already a reality.
49
 After “cours of lawe” has 
already condemned the central knight character to death for the crime he has committed, the 
queen and her ladies act as a sort of appeals court: 
the queene and other ladyes mo 
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 Even though “goods” can be interpreted as private, they serve as signifiers in the public realm of wealth and 
status, even political life. 
49
 Susan Carter, in “A Hymenation of Hags,” notes that “it is women who people the Arthurian court interior” (335), 
while Alfred Thomas observes that “ in the imaginary world of the Wife of Bath women call the shots and men 
defer to them.” Reading Women in Late Medieval Europe: Anne of Bohemia and Chaucer’s Female Audience (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 139. 
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So longe preyeden the kyng of grace 
Til he his lyf hym graunted in the place, 
And yaf hym to the queene, al at hir wille, 
To chese wheither she wolde hym save or spille. 
The queene thanketh the kyng with al hir myght, 
And after this thus spak she to the knyght, 
Whan that she saugh hir tyme, upon a day: 
“Thou standest yet,” quod she, “in swich array 
That of thy lyf yet hastow no suretee. 
I grante thee lyf, if thou kanst tellen me 
What thyng is it that wommen moost desiren” 
(lines 894-905). 
 
While the queen clearly does not threaten the king’s sovereignty—as Elizabeth Biebel-Stanley 
points out, she asks the king’s permission before passing judgment—she does exercise authority 
over the knight’s life tantamount to that of a sovereign, even by Agamben’s strictest definition: 
she determines whether the knight will live or die.
50
 The queen in this instance stands outside the 
law in order to hand down a sentence. Later, when the knight gives the response to the question 
of women’s desire given to him by the Loathly Lady, all of the ladies of the court apparently take 
part in the political exercise of granting his pardon: “In al the court ne was ther wyf, ne mayde,/ 
Ne wydwe that contraried that he sayde,/ But seyden he was worthy han his lyf” (lines 1043-45). 
All of these women are exercising a political life atypical outside of the “courts of love” in 
romance. In fact, Biebel-Stanley and John Carmi Parsons argue that the queen here plays an 
intercessory role with historical precedent in royal figures like Eleanor of Provence, Joan of 
Navarre, Katherine of Valois, and Anne of Bohemia, as well as fictional figures like Prudence in 
The Tale of Melibee.
51
 Moreover, the Loathly Lady recognizes the queen’s authority as foremost 
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 “The queen’s position in the male-dominant world of the civilized court, though, does not allow her to access 
power directly. Her speech must be qualified in order that it be deferring to the wishes of the established authority.” 
Elizabeth M. Biebel-Stanley, “Sovereignty Through the Lady: ‘The Wife of Bath’s Tale’ and the Queenship of Anne 
of Bohemia,” The English “Loathly Lady” Tales: Boundaries, Traditions, Motifs, ed. S. Elizabeth Passmore and 
Susan Carter (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2007), 76.  
51
 According to John Carmi Parsons, “The king’s wife emerged as a popular intercessory figure, and as I have shown 
elsewhere queens exploited the intercessory role to nourish impressions of their influence, making it in effect a ritual 
of queenship whose Marian associations subtly impressed themselves upon rich and poor, lay and religious alike.” 
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in this court. In publicly demanding that the knight adhere to his promise to marry her, she 
appeals to “my sovereyn lady queene!/ Er that youre court departe, do me right” (lines 1048-49). 
A lady who has just averred that sovereignty is the foremost desire of herself and all women 
would not use the word “sovereyn” lightly. It is clear that the queen takes on the role of a 
political sovereign in this instance, and it is presented in a positive light, threatening neither king 
nor court. 
 Although she hails the queen’s own political sovereignty, then, this version of the 
Loathly Lady cites a version of sovereignty rooted in the domestic sphere as the unattained 
female desire. This is borne out in the way the rest of the romance places the female body at its 
center, beginning with the encounter that instigates the plot. The crime that spurs the quest to 
discover what women want in Chaucer’s version is not a dispute over sovereign rights to land, 
but a rape—this tale of female sovereignty has as its raison d’etre an act of sexual violence 
against a woman, one who remains as unnamed as the knight throughout, and who plays no 
active part in the ensuing events. Always present in the undercurrents of the Tale, she is 
nonetheless silenced in her victimhood, less a character than a device leading the knight to his 
quest.
52
 She exists simply to be a female body, deprived of political life. It is therefore 
reasonable that the theme of the romance is the reclamation of female sovereignty in the sexual 
and domestic spheres. This impetus for the narrative stands out, though, in contrast to the conflict 
                                                                                                                                                             
“Ritual and Symbol in the English Medieval Queenship to 1500,” in Women and Sovereignty, ed. Louise Olga 
Fradenburg, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1992), 66. French queens, moreover, “were specifically 
granted the power to pardon criminals as part of their coronation honors, a privilege originally claimed by French 
kings and extended to their wives to associate them with the dignity of the Crown” (64-65). Although Biebel-
Stanley, in “Sovereignty Through the Lady,” claims that  “the attenuated power of queenship, then, resided in the 
so-called feminine virtues of mercy and forgiveness and did not include the more active so-called masculine realm 
of governing” (74), the power over life and death and position outside the law afforded by these gestures of mercy 
and forgiveness perfectly fit the Agambenian definition of sovereignty and a sovereign’s responsibilities. 
52
 Biebel-Stanley notes that “the raped maiden has no lines of direct speech. This absence is odd because an integral 
part of medieval law concerning rape accusations required the plaintiff to accuse the defendant directly. This textual 
absence of the maiden’s direct speech is symbolic of the way the voice of woman disappears in patriarchal society.” 
“Sovereignty Through the Lady,” 75. 
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which originates The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle or The Marriage of Sir 
Gawain. In The Marriage of Sir Gawain, events are set in motion when Arthur is stopped in the 
middle of his hunt and challenged to either fight a mysterious knight, risking his life, or pay a 
ransom. This is a specific threat to the person of the sovereign, and Gawain’s marriage is 
therefore part of a political negotiation to save the king’s life. In The Wedding of Sir Gawain and 
Dame Ragnelle, Sir Gromer Somer Joure also threatens Arthur’s life, but in this case his threat is 
grounded in the assertion that the king has wrongfully confiscated Sir Gromer’s lands.  
 There is a well-established tradition of equating the hunt with rape,
53
 and more 
significantly here, the seizure of land with rape,
54
 an equation which, as we have already seen, 
figures prominently in the Mont-Saint-Michel giant episode of the chronicle tradition. Both 
women’s bodies and land signify fertility and the continuity of sovereignty, and as such both are 
figured as property of the sovereign, be he husband, father, or brother. There is, therefore, an 
analogy between what instigates The Wife of Bath’s Tale and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and 
Dame Ragnelle. The rape of The Wife of Bath’s Tale, however, makes the crime both more 
definite and more intimate. There are no grounds for interpretation as to who is right in The Wife 
of Bath’s Tale as there are in The Wedding. The narrating Wife of Bath tells us: 
maugree hir heed (against her will), 
By verray force, he rafte hir maydenhed; 
For which oppressioun was swich clamour 
And swich pursute unto the kyng Arthour 
That dampned was this knyght for to be deed  
(lines 887-91). 
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Aguirre, in “Th Riddle of Sovereignty,” states that “if the Hunt is one symbol for the Courtship, then the rape is a 
literalization of the symbol” (279), and Carter, in “A Hymenation of Hags,” that “the knight’s hunt is transposed to 
the rape ... like a stalker he approaches from behind” (334). 
54
For example, Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman explain, “Control of the land as an economic resource ... also 
depended on control of women—and their bodies—as economic resources. ... The rape of women—the violation of 
the intact physical body—can figure symbolically the violation of political boundaries by an ‘other’ that is 
represented as grotesque and monstrous.” King Arthur, 96. This presents a perverse twisting of the Irish Sovereignty 
Hag story—rather than the woman granting sovereignty of the land, the knight takes it by force. 
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She leaves us in no doubt that the maid in question was not consenting and that the court at large 
recognizes the knight’s guilt, whereas in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, we are 
inclined to give Arthur the benefit of the doubt, especially given Sir Gromer’s overall unpleasant 
and uncourtly behavior. The fact that the knight is subjected to a public trial and found guilty is 
in itself indicative of his lack of a sovereign connection—if he takes on the role of a sovereign in 
depriving the maiden of political life, he does so wrongly, and he is judged under the law for that 
crime. It does not take place outside the law, as it would were he a sovereign. The rape in The 
Wife of Bath’s Tale is also undeniably a more personal attack—it is literally an attack on a 
person, and an innocent maiden at that. Additionally, it is personal in that it is domestic—
whereas in The Marriage of Sir Gawain and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, 
the sovereign, and therefore sovereignty itself, are directly threatened, in The Wife of Bath’s 
Tale, the sovereign is not involved in the offending incident. King Arthur’s role in the Wife of 
Bath’s Tale is consistently and notably a passive one. The Gawain surrogate in The Wife of 
Bath’s Tale does not, therefore, undertake his quest and ordeal in service to his sovereign, as an 
act of self-sacrifice; it is entirely his own, an act of self-preservation. It is significant, too that he 
is not even Gawain here. A possible explanation for the knight’s namelessness is that it serves to 
avoid his identification as Gawain, which would evoke for the audience a close familial 
association with Arthur. Making the reluctant bridegroom of The Wife of Bath’s Tale a random 
knight disconnects him from such close associations with political sovereignty and renders his 
marriage primarily domestic.  
 The Wife of Bath’s Tale shows that the sovereignty the Loathly Lady seeks is domestic 
rather than political in other ways as well. First, the absence of Arthur from the initial encounter 
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with the Lady necessitates that the knight have some say in the negotiation for his hand, even if 
he does not quite know that is what he is negotiating for: 
“Plight me thy trouthe heere in myn hand,” quod she, 
“The nexte thyng that I requere thee, 
Thou shalt it do, if it lye in thy might, 
And I wol telle it yow er it be nyght.” 
“Have heer my trouthe,” quod the knyght, “I graunte” 
 (lines 1009-1013).  
Although the knight clearly makes a rash promise here, he no longer serves the passive role 
typically reserved for the bride in dynastic marriage arrangements as he does in The Wedding of 
Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and The Marriage of Sir Gawain. The primary negotiation, once 
the terms are clear, takes place between the Loathly Lady and the queen, but the knight is not 
going into the situation completely unawares, with a promise having been made on his behalf. 
This again reflects the idea that the Lady is possessed of and comfortable with public and 
political life—but so is the queen, so the Lady is not unusual in this respect. At the same time, 
however, the knight’s participation in the arrangement diminishes somewhat the notion that this 
is a sovereign arrangement more than a domestic one. The knight, like a participant in a more 
domestic and less dynastic marriage, has the option of saying no, at least at the point when he 
makes the rash promise which, in the other versions, is made on his behalf.  
 The domestic nature of the union is also emphasized in the private nature of the wedding 
ceremony. The Wife of Bath informs us that 
I seye ther nas no joye ne feeste at al; 
Ther nas but hevynesse and much sorwe. 
For prively he wedded hire on morwe, 
And al day after hidde hym as an owle, 





Unlike Dame Ragnelle, who makes the political move of insisting that the wedding be public and 
therefore have an abundance of witnesses to its validity, the Loathly Lady here raises no 
objections to being wedded “prively,” with “no joye ne feeste.” There are few witnesses to the 
knight’s marriage or his apparent shame at his ugly wife. In fact, he spends the rest of the day in 
hiding, so there is little public acknowledgment that the marriage has taken place. This is in 
marked contrast to Gawain in the other romances, who holds up his end of the bargain nobly and 
without shame. The Lady’s ugliness is cause for this knight to keep his marriage as much in the 
domestic sphere as possible. 
 The Loathly Lady’s ugliness is one consistency between The Wife of Bath’s Tale and the 
other Loathly Lady romances, although the former is less specific in describing her physical 
features. It suffices Chaucer and the Wife of Bath to tell us that “a fouler wight ther may no man 
devyse” (line 999). There is overtly little to nothing of the animal or demonic about this Loathly 
Lady; aside from her general ugliness, the narrative most frequently emphasizes that she is old, 
followed closely by the assertion that she is poor or of “so lough a kynde.”
55
 These are much 
more mundane qualities and less monstrous in the gigantic sense—rather, the Loathly Lady is 
monstrous in the more mundane way that female bodies, particularly poor and old female bodies, 
are coded as monstrous.
56
 The Lady is not outsized in a way that would necessarily indicate a 
dangerous excess sexuality, but that threat remains present in the narrative nonetheless.
57
 The 
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very words the Lady uses to disclaim an offer of political sovereignty and to instead confine her 
marriage to the domestic sphere also read as a sexual threat to the knight. He pleads with her to 
“lat my body go,” and she refuses, maintaining that she will be “thy wyf ... and eek thy love” 
(lines 1061, 1066). This serves as a fitting punishment for his rape of the maiden at the beginning 
of the poem; like her, he is confronted with what it means to be denied bodily sovereignty, 
humiliated and silenced. The knight’s fear for his body is reinforced after the wedding, when the 
two are in bed together and the knight is so consumed by his troubled thoughts that “he walweth 
(writhes) as he turned to and fro” (line 1085). In contrast, Gawain in The Marriage of Sir 
Gawain and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle is uncomplaining as he faces the 
prospect of physical intimacy with the Loathly Lady. In fact, Dame Ragnelle remarks on this, 
saying, “For thy sake I wold I were a fayre woman,/ For thou art of so good wylle” (lines 537-
38). In the same position as the Wife of Bath Tale’s knight is in when he wails and tosses, this 
Gawain is assuring Dame Ragnelle, “I wolle do more/ Then for to kysse, and God before!” (lines 
638-39). Gawain’s focus, though, is on his duty to king and country, whereas the Wife of Bath 
knight’s situation is personal and domestic, and therefore focused on the body.   
 Yet the narrative places the emphasis more on the knight’s body and his reaction to the 
Lady’s than on the Lady herself.
58
 As in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and 
The Marriage of Sir Gawain, the Loathly Lady’s sexual threat remains something read by the 
people around her more than a role the Lady herself fulfills. As he tosses and turns on their 
                                                                                                                                                             
important to acknowledge that women desire than to specify what it is that pleases them most.” Chaucer’s Sexual 
Poetics (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 127. 
58
Kathryn L.McKinley expresses this in saying, “for all the male rhetoric which forms the context of the story, at the 
story’s center is a male character who is in dire need of an education, one which the hag takes it upon herself to 
provide.” in “The Silenced Knight: Questions of Power and Reciprocity in the ‘Wife of Bath’s Tale,’” The Chaucer 
Review 30, no. 4 (1996): 363. This is in contrast to the relatively uncomplaining Gawain of the Wedding and the 
Marriage, who, according to Leech in “Why Dame Ragnell Had to Die,” “has no obvious flaw” (213) and “has not 
acted immorally at any time” (222). Carter, in “A Hymenation of Hags,” notes that this focus on the knight’s body is 
fitting, considering his crime: “The hubris of the knight’s act of rape invokes the nemesis by which his own flesh is 
surrendered to the humiliating role of sex object” (336-37). 
161 
 
wedding night, he tells his wife that “Thou art so loothly, and so oold also,/ And therto comen of 
so lough a kynde,/ That litel wonder is thogh I walwe (writhe) and wynde (turn)” (lines 1100-
1102). This is a more explicit reversal of the mal mariée plot than is found in either of the two 
Loathly Lady romances previously discussed.
59
 The attractive youth is forced to marry someone 
ugly, old, and/or lowborn, but while this is typical for young women in romance, the knight 
struggles against it when the gender roles are reversed. In strengthening this gender reversal, 
however, The Wife of  Bath’s Tale again domesticates the political in the Loathly Lady plot. If 
the Loathly Lady is old enough that her fertility is cast into doubt, then the marriage cannot 
establish or safeguard any kind of sovereignty by ensuring a dynastic succession, even if the 
knight were explicitly associated with the king.
60
 Then, too, if the Loathly Lady is not a monster, 
but simply an ugly old woman, there is no monster to either literally or metaphorically slay in 
order to establish and safeguard the sovereignty of the realm. There is only an ugly old woman, 
and in fact, she may represent the forces of “civilization” more than the knight himself does.  
 In response to the knight’s threefold complaint against the Loathly Lady—that she is 
ugly, old, and of low birth—the Lady proceeds to counter each point, explaining how each 
quality actually acts to the overall advantage of the knight and the institution of marriage.
61
 
Poverty, she explains, is akin to godliness, and age garners wisdom. More significant, though, 
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are her arguments in defense of her appearance and her social status. Regarding her loathliness, 
the Lady says 
Now ther ye seye that I am foul and old, 
Than drede you noght to been a cokewold; 
For filthe and eelde, also moot I thee (as I might prosper), 
Been grete wardeyns upon chastitee  
(lines 1213-16). 
 
In contrast to the idea that a physically monstrous woman likewise indicates excessive sexual 
desire, signifying a threat to the dynastic succession, the Loathly Lady here contends that an 
unattractive woman is much less of a risk when it comes to disruption of family lines through 
adultery.
62
 She decouples the idea of excessive desire from monstrous appearance in the knight’s 
mind, a feat Dame Ragnelle, for example, was not completely able to achieve at Arthur’s court.
63
 
In fact, earlier in her lecture, she carries this decoupling further in her defense of her own 
apparent low birth: 
For, God it woot, men may wel often fynde 
A lordes sone do shame and vileynye; 
And he that wole han pris of his gentrye, 
For he was boren of a gentil hous 
And hadde his eldres noble and vertuous, 
And nel hymselven, do no gentil dedis 
Ne folwen his gentil auncestre that deed is, 
He nys nat gentil, be he duc or erl, 
For vileyns synful dedes make a cherl  
(lines 1150-58). 
 
Not only is ugliness not indicative of lechery, noble birth is not necessarily indicative of 
“gentilesse.” The way the Lady describes this hypothetical, ill-behaved lord’s son recalls the 
knight’s act of rape from the beginning of the romance—he has done villainous deeds, so by the 
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Lady’s reckoning, he must be a churl.
64
 The threat to society and civilization, the Lady explains, 
is not from those who are typically labeled “monsters,” like unattractive old women; it is the 
badly-behaved young noblemen who are truly monstrous. Physical appearance is not an indicator 
of worth, but neither is inherited political status or proximity to the sovereign. Again, it is not the 
lady’s body, but her intelligence that is her best weapon.  
 The fact that the Loathly Lady in The Wife of Bath’s Tale claims not to desire political 
sovereignty further removes the narrative from the exploration of the gendered nature of political 
life and the sovereignty associated with it in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and 
The Marriage of Sir Gawain. In pointing out that her body is not a political threat, and likewise 
removing inherited political life from the conversation, the Lady coaxes her relationship with the 
nameless knight to remain in the domestic sphere. It is in this context that the romance 
introduces the resolution of the knight granting the Lady the choice of how she will appear. 
Unlike the choices presented in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and The 
Marriage of Sir Gawain, the Wife of Bath’s Loathly Lady does not propose to divide her fair and 
foul appearances between night and day—she will either be ugly all the time or beautiful all the 
time, with no half measures. This presents a different type of choice for the knight, one that 
could be interpreted as removing much of the political context from the choice. As Passmore 
puts it, “the question becomes one of exterior versus interior honor: in other words, is his wife’s 
noble appearance (exteriority) or her noble behavior (interiority) of more importance to the 
knight.”
65
 This is a comparative privatization of the problem, revolving around the Lady’s honor, 
with few larger implications involving the distinction between public and private. It also signals 
character development in the knight; in contrast to the consistently moral Gawain of the Wedding 
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 When Dame Ragnelle gives Gawain his options, on the other hand, she makes it clear 
that one option would create a public humiliation, the other a private one: if she is foul during the 
day, it is “to alle men sightes” (line 660), whereas in the other option she would, at night, be “the 
fowlyst wyfe” (line 662). Would he rather please the public or himself? This is in keeping with 
the connection between the political and the public in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame 
Ragnelle. While Ragnelle’s nocturnal ugliness might create issues in producing an heir, her 
public appearance is key to her acceptability in court, as we see when her beautiful incarnation is 
immediately accepted. Her publicly monstrous appearance and behavior are what threaten the 
court and the king. Accordingly, in The Wife of Bath’s Tale, the Loathly Lady’s appearance also 
threatens the knight and his standing at court. While the knight’s anxiety centers around the 
perceived threat of the Lady’s sexuality to his own body, the real consequence of his marriage is 
his removal from political life. After the marriage, he is too humiliated to show his face at court 
and so, like the maiden he has raped, he is silenced and removed from the heart of civilization, 
rendered bare life. The political dimension of having his wife be beautiful, on the other  hand, is 
highlighted when the Lady presents the knight with his choices: 
 “Chese now,” quod she, “oon of thise thynges tweye: 
To han me foul and old til that I deye, 
And be to yow a trewe, humble wyf, 
And nevere yow displese in al my lyf, 
Or elles ye wol han me yong and fair, 
And take youre aventure of the repair 
That shal be to youre hous by cause of me, 
Or in som oother place, may wel be” 
(lines 1219-26). 
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Her mention of consequence “to youre hous” alludes to either the pollution of his own 
succession through her adultery, in spite of her advanced age, or to the public humiliation he 
would experience from being cuckolded. This, too, threatens the knight’s ability to join and 
interact with the court. Through seeming to threaten the knight most on the level of zoe, with her 
body, the Loathly Lady in The Wife of Bath’s Tale subtly threatens the knight’s political life, 
demonstrating the connection between zoe and bios, private and public, domestic and political. 
This connection is clear for all women who are rendered bare life through rape or marriage: the 
revocation of their bodily sovereignty also revokes their political lives. The gendered reversal of 
this system shows this connection to the knight as well.    
 It is fitting, therefore, that, when the knight grants the choice back to the Lady, it remains 
an issue of sovereignty over the Lady’s own body. The choice is particularly significant in light 
of the rape that opens The Wife of Bath’s Tale, although the form of bodily sovereignty here is 
not sexual autonomy. Rather, the Lady gets to choose her own appearance.
67
 This is another 
point of difference from the Loathly Lady romances previously discussed: in The Wedding of Sir 
Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and The Marriage of Sir Gawain, the Loathly Lady was enchanted 
by someone else to appear so ugly, as a curse, and when Gawain grants her the sovereignty she 
states is every woman’s desire, the curse is broken. In The Wife of Bath’s Tale, no such 
background is provided. The Loathly Lady therefore takes on a more active role in changing her 
appearance—it is a choice, not a reaction to the breaking of a spell. Shimomura and Carter have 
noted that this also means that the beautiful form is not the Lady’s “true appearance” here—she 
is truly mutable, with no fixed form; Shimomura notes that “The ‘Wife of Bath’s Tale,’ ... 
defines neither of her forms as more enchanted and less intrinsic than the other; both together 
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generate her identity ... Her transformative ability itself seems to encapsulate her identity most 
thoroughly.”
68
 In spite of this, though, her ability to control her appearance renders her more of a 
sorceress, less of a monster than her counterparts in the Marriage and the Wedding.  
 In this instance, gaining a personal, bodily sovereignty also fulfills the Loathly Lady’s 
stated desire for sovereignty or mastery over her husband and her love. The scene resolves in this 
way: 
But atte laste he seyde in this manere: 
“My lady and my love, and wyf so deere, 
I put me in youre wise governance; 
Cheseth youreself which may be moost plesance 
And moost honour to yow and me also. 
I do no fors the wheither of the two, 
For as yow liketh, it suffiseth me.” 
“Thanne have i gete of yow miastrie,” quod she, 
“Syn I may chese and governe as me lest?” 
“Ye, certes, wyf,” quod he, “I holde it best” 
(lines 1229-38). 
 
In getting her husband to give her the ability to do as she likes, in her view, she wins out. What 
her husband gives her, though, is in reality less control over him and more control over herself. It 
certainly makes sense in light of his prior rape that his wife would want him to grant her that 
bodily sovereignty. This is, apparently, all she wants of him, and her “mastery” of his political 
life disappears—she has gained her domestic sovereignty instead. Yet, just like Dame Ragnelle, 
she only keeps it a short while. As soon as she has transformed into her new form, both beautiful 
and faithful, she says,“I prey to God that I moote sterven wood,/ But I to yow be also good and 
trewe/ As evere was wyf, syn that the world was newe” (lines 1242-44; I pray to God that I 
might die mad,/ Unless I am good to you and true/ As ever wife was, since the world was new). 
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This in itself might not necessarily negate her sovereignty in marriage—she might be good and 
true while still having mastery over her husband—but then she takes her pledge further: 
And but I be to-morn as fair to seene  
As any lady, emperice, or queene, 
That is bitwixte the est and eke the west, 
Dooth with my lyf and deth right as yow lest 
(lines 1245-48). 
 
In giving her husband the right to “dooth with my lyf and deth right as yow lest,” she restores to 
him the full power of a patriarch in the home. This is precisely the relationship between husband 
and wife which mirrors the relationship between sovereign and homo sacer: the power of the 
former over the life and death of the latter. Sure enough, the tale concludes with the Wife of Bath 
as narrator informing us that “she obeyed hym in every thyng/ That myghte doon hym plesance 
or likyng” (lines 1255-56). Just like in the Wedding and the Marriage, the real threat being 
neutralized is not to the knight’s body but to his political life and his mastery over his home. As 
many critics have noted, once the Loathly Lady has taught the knight his lesson, her temporary 
achievement of even the type of domestic sovereignty she claimed to desire is undone, and 
patriarchal norms are restored.
69
  
 The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, in the end, eliminates through her 
marriage the threat to Arthur’s sovereignty that a magical, ugly, outsized woman demanding 
sovereignty of her own represents. The Wife of Bath’s Tale takes matters a step further by 
presenting a Loathly Lady whose threat does not appear to be political, but who proves that 
political life is in fact closely linked to control over one’s own body. This is especially marked 
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when the history of the narrator, the Wife of Bath herself, is considered. The Wife, Alisoun, 
makes the point her loathly creation never does in overtly demanding a sovereignty that includes 
control of goods and property, while the Loathly Lady is, in the end, satisfied to limit her 
sovereignty to her own body. Perhaps this is some part of why the Loathly Lady’s mastery is 
quickly curtailed while Alisoun’s is not. Chaucer’s version of the Loathly Lady narrative 
matches its counterparts in broad outline, but its restriction to the domestic and, ultimately, to the 
individual female body renders the “sovereignty” defined by this Loathly Lady as, in 
Agambenian terms, not sovereignty at all. The reason for this major difference between versions 
of the story is unclear, but it may be that the border-region setting of the Wedding and Marriage 
begets a narrative that is itself concerned with bordering sovereignties and the questionable 
boundaries of political life, whereas the southern courtier Chaucer views this as a less pressing 
concern, transposing the conflict from one between competing courts to one between individuals 
within a single, centralized court.
70
 It would be logical for a region dealing with external political 
threats to externalize the supernatural threat in its romances. The Loathly Ladies of the Wedding 
and the Marriage are therefore potentially threatening to Arthur’s sovereignty, representing 
through their bodies and demeanor the liminal space all wives engaged in exogamous marriage 
must occupy, in this case between their brothers’ wilderness and their husbands’ civilization. 
Even their supernatural appearances come from malevolent outside influences. Chaucer’s 
Loathly Lady, however, although she comes from outside the court, represents more of the 
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conflict within it—the values a knight should live up to. She is the potential monstrosity within 
already within the heart of the court, and her more mundane, less monstrous appearance as well 
as her own control over her shapeshifting speak to that distinction. All three Ladies use the threat 
of their supposedly excessive sexuality to distract from their threats to political life. In the 
Marriage and the Wedding, they assume equal sovereignty to Arthur before being reined in by 
the traditional role of wife. Within the court of The Wife of Bath’s Tale, the semblance of female 
sovereignty already reigns, but the Tale gradually narrows its scope to marriage and the 
bedroom, and then simply to the woman’s own body. 
 
SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT 
 Sir Gawain and the Green Knight does not follow the Loathly Lady narrative pattern, but 
it does contain several of its key elements and themes even aside from the presence of Gawain as 
a central character: a person enchanted into a monstrous appearance, an ugly old woman with 
magical abilities in a position of authority, the threat of disruptive female desire, and a test of 
knightly courtesy.
71
 In examining this romance alongside the Loathly Lady poems above, we can 
see how the allocation of political life is affected when the beautiful and ugly female body exist 
alongside one another, and the latter cannot be tamed by being folded into the former. An 
entirely green knight interrupts King Arthur’s Christmas celebration demanding an exchange of 
blows; Gawain accepts the challenge and beheads the Green Knight, who then picks up his head 
and instructs Gawain to find him in a year to receive his repayment. When Gawain goes to fulfill 
his pledge, he lodges with Sir Bertilak, who proposes an exchange of his winnings from the hunt 
with Gawain’s winnings from the castle. This is, of course, the Green Knight minus his verdigris, 
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and he sends his wife to attempt to seduce Gawain, but she succeeds only in getting him to 
accept her supposedly magical girdle. In the end, all is revealed, and Gawain passes his tests, 
albeit with some points deducted for accepting the girdle. The twist in the denouement, however, 
is that all of this has been orchestrated by Arthur’s sister and Gawain’s aunt, Morgan le Fay, the 
premiere supernatural female figure of Arthurian legend. The threat to Arthur’s sovereignty 
presented by Morgan is greater and more overt than that of any incarnation of the Loathly Lady. 
Morgan, for all her cryptic influence on the plot of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, fulfills the 
role of female sovereign that the Loathly Lady routinely falls short of. In doing so, she proves 
why the authors of The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, The Marriage of Sir 
Gawain, and The Wife of Bath’s Tale feel the need to mitigate the seriousness with which the 
Loathly Lady adopts female sovereignty as a supernatural figure. 
 For all that Sir Gawain and the Green Knight clearly deals with two competing 
sovereigns and sovereignties—Arthur’s and Morgan’s—the word “sovereignty” appears not at 
all, and “sovereign” only once, in the lines “soberly your seruaunt, my souerayn I holde yow/ 
And yowre knyȝt I becom, and Kryst yow forȝelde” (lines 1278-79; soberly your servant, my 
sovereign I hold you to be/ And your knight I become, and Christ reward you).
72
 Although this is 
the sort of vow a knight might make to his lord, it is interesting that in this instance, Gawain 
speaks these lines to Lady Bertilak.
73
 The extent to which her sovereignty compares to Arthur’s, 
Morgan’s, or even Bertilak’s, however, requires further examination. The world of Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight appears to define sovereignty in terms of service—Gawain refers to Lady 
Bertilak as his sovereign because he is “soberly your seruaunt” and her knight. The phrase “your 
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 Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron, eds., The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript: Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978). All direct quotes from this source. 
All translations are mine. 
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 A similar vow takes place in Lanval, but there the lady Lanval swears to is a sovereign in her own right, and 
Lanval swears fealty to her both as his sovereign and his lover. 
171 
 
seruaunt” appears three additional times, and all of them are also in the dialogues between Sir 
Gawain and Lady Bertilak. The latter two have Gawain again identifying himself as the lady’s 
servant: “I am hyȝly bihalden, and euermore wylle/ Be seruaunt to yourseluen, so saue me 
Dryȝten!” (lines 1547-48; I am highly beholden, and evermore will/ Be servant to yourself, so 
save me Lord!), and “I am derely to yow biholde/ Bicause of your sembelaunt,/ And euer in hot 
and colde/ To be your trwe seruaunt” (lines 1842-45; I am dearly to beholden to you/ Because of 
your semblance,/ And ever in hot and cold/ To be your true servant). The first of all, though, is 
Lady Bertilak making her infamous declaration to Gawain: “Ȝe ar welcum to my cors,/ Yowre 
awen won to wale,/ Me behouez of fyne force/ Your seruaunt be, and schale” (lines 1237-41; 
You are welcome to my court/body,/ Your own place to choose,/ It behooves me of fine force/ 
To be your servant, and I shall). Gawain deploys this phrase once per encounter with Lady 
Bertilak, each time near the end of their encounter—he uses it as a means of defusing the 
situation. For Gawain, “I am your servant and you are my sovereign” means that their sexual 
relationship would be inappropriate. Lady Bertilak, however, means it in the opposite sense: for 
her, being of service means offering up her body for a “sovereign” figure to make use of as he 
will. These are typical terms in the courtly love dynamic, and the Gawain-Poet takes full 
advantage of the audience’s presumed knowledge of this genre (and Gawain’s role in it) in the 
Gawain-Lady Bertilak scenes in particular
74
.  
 Beyond that, though, the terms reveal a gendered dynamic of sovereignty. For Gawain, 
service to a sovereign is part of being in a relationship where one is “beholden” to another, a 
phrase which also arises in two of the three instances where he calls himself Lady Bertilak’s 
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 In “The Riddle of Sovereignty,” Manuel Aguirre spells the courtly love dynamic out this way: “in the lyrics of the 
troubadours woman appears, indeed, as the equivalent of the feudal lord, but the sphere of her dominion has shifted 
(one might say, contracted) to the emotional or spiritual plane: she rules hearts alone, not kingdoms” (281). This 
gives women a sort of sovereignty, but as with the Wife of Bath Tale’s Loathly Lady, the domain of that sovereignty 
is relegated to the domestic sphere. 
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“servant.” For Lady Bertilak, though, service to a sovereign revolves around the giving of her 
body, fulfilling the role so central in the chronicle tradition for women who help to establish 
sovereignty through exogamous marriage and continuation of the dynastic succession. Indeed, 
Geraldine Heng observes that “the narrative returns to the Lady’s body obsessively, over and 
over” as part of the “gendered grammar” of the scene.
75
 The woman’s role in relation to the 
sovereign is traditionally inextricably tied to her female body. Although Lady Bertilak’s body 
here is not offered in marriage or in hopes of continuing a line of succession, it is granted as 
something to belong to the sovereign, a signifier of power.  
 Gawain’s and Lady Bertilak’s definitions of sovereignty and servitude mutually exclude 
one another—Gawain uses his to cancel out hers, because if he is beholden to her, he cannot be 
simultaneously “welcome to her body.” An interesting difference between the two interpretations 
of servitude is that Lady Bertilak’s, in keeping with established tradition, would seemingly 
deprive her of political life, while Gawain’s does not do the same for him. In fact, Gawain’s 
relationship of reciprocity with his sovereign is derived from the political, modeled on the 
relationship he has with King Arthur and with Bertilak. It is the domestic version of that which 
allows him participation in the political system built around support of a national sovereign. 
Lady Bertilak’s, however, renders her as merely a body, and one which exists for the pleasure of 
the sovereign, to do with what he will. Lady Bertilak depicts herself as homo sacer. Yet if we 
were to apply the Loathly Lady’s definition of sovereignty—mastery over a man, particularly a 
lover—to Lady Bertilak in this situation, it could be argued that she in fact does position herself 
as sovereign, with Gawain as literal bare life, naked in the bed.
76
 Although she claims on the 
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 Geraldine Heng, “A Woman Wants: The Lady, ‘Gawain,’ and the Forms of Seduction,” The Yale Journal of 
Criticism 5, no.3 (1992): 108. 
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 This, too is within the scope of the courtly love dynamic. As Heng describes it in “A Woman Wants,” “by 
definition, that ideal knight is dedicated to meeting feminine ends and purposes; the virtue of his tractability to 
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surface that she will serve Gawain, it is least ostensibly
77
 her own pleasure she has in mind.
78
 In 
this way, Lady Bertilak presents the double-edged sword of the female body in tales of 
sovereignty: Lady Bertilak presents her body as an object deprived of political life for the 
pleasure of men, and yet in presenting it this way she is, in a way, seizing power over him to 
apparently serve her own excessive desire.
79
 What’s more, in doing so, she is breaking her vows 
of marriage to Bertilak and endangering his line of succession and therefore his sovereignty. 
Lady Bertilak is the epitome of what makes women dangerous in stories where establishment 
and maintenance of sovereignty is at stake.
80
 Or so, at least, she seems at first. 
 Lady Bertilak matches the archetype of the disruptive female body seen in the chronicle 
tradition in all ways except one: she is not monstrous. There is no external or supernatural clue to 
warn the reader—or, indeed, the other characters—that she is trouble. There is, however, a 
monstrous woman present in the poem: Lady Bertilak’s elderly companion. The narrator 
describes her by contrast to Lady Bertilak—where the lady of the house is young and beautiful, 
                                                                                                                                                             
feminine agency and command inscribes his desirability. The object of masculine desire, the Lady’s words 
purposefully suggest, should consist in a willing submission to the female will. A woman’s desire should become 
both the knight’s spur and his reward” (112). 
77
 As we will see, the situation is more nuanced than that. 
78
 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen states in Of Giants that Sir Gawain stands out in that “the narrative is as motivated by 
women’s desires as by the desires of men” (146). Heng, similarly, claims, “it is now feminine pleasure that takes 
priority, and claims especial attention. The question of what women desire—in the male courtly subject, in the 
courtly relationship, in a multiplying series of instances—takes precedence.” “A Woman Wants,” 112. 
79
The medieval view of female sexuality as excessive is summarized by Dyan Elliott: “In distinction from the 
medieval view of the potentially resistant male, the perspective on female eroticism was founded upon a conviction 
of woman’s essential complicity in the pursuit of sexual pleasure. Passive in heterosexual intercourse, woman was 
nevertheless more highly sexed and ultimately seen as supremely engaged, indeed in a certain sense ‘active,’ in 
imaginative exercises—particularly those of a libidinous nature.” Fallen Bodies: Pollution, Sexuality, and 
Demonology in the Middle Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 36. Margherita further 
states in The Romance of Origins that “because the jouissance of woman is ex-centric, outside the (re-) productive 
circuit, it (and thus she), is identified with excess” (58) and that therefore “feminine jouissance in fact underwrites 
the myth of a paternal origin and the moral urgency of paternal law” (154). 
80
Some critics cite a gender role reversal in these bedroom scenes. For example, Jane Gilbert states that Gawain 
“feminiz[es] himself by his mimicry of the Lady.” “Gender and Sexual Transgression” in A Companion to the 
Gawain-Poet, ed. Derek Brewer and Jonathan Gibson (Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer, 1997), 65. Heng likewise 
asserts in “A Woman Wants” that “The Lady ... mimics the ways and manners whereby a knight, or male courtly 
lover, woos a lady in romance” (118). This primarily demonstrates the resemblance between what is considered 
“deviant” female behavior and what is considered “typical” male behavior in romance. 
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her companion is old and sallow, with “rugh ronkled chekez” (line 953; rough wrinkled cheeks); 
where Lady Bertilak is dressed elegantly, with her breast and throat bare, her companion “wyth a 
gorger watz gered ouer þe  swyre” (line 957; was geared with a gorget over her neck), so that she 
is entirely covered “bot þe blake broȝes,/ Þe tweyne yȝen and þe nase, þe naked lyppez,/ And 
þose were soure to se and sellyly blered” (lines 961-63; except for the black brows/ The two eyes 
and the nose, the naked lipps/ And those were sour to see and very bleared). The stanza 
concludes with the lines, “Hir body watz schort and þik,/ Hir buttokez balȝ and brode;/ More 
lykkerwys on to lyk/ Watz þat scho hade on lode” (lines 966-69; Her body was short and thick/ 
Her buttocks bulging and broad;/ More lecherous to look on/ Was what she had on load). This 
woman, therefore, is decidedly not an object of sexual desire. She in fact resembles at least 
Chaucer’s version of the Loathly Lady: characterized by her age and ugliness, although that 
ugliness does not extend to the animal or the demonic.
81
 The doubled blason used to introduce 
this character alongside Lady Bertilak has led some scholars to conclude that she and the lady are 
actually one and the same, doubled halves of the same person,
82
 allowing the old woman’s 
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 As with the Wife of Bath’s Loathly Lady, critics, in this case J.A. Burrow argues that “the old lady gives offense 
simply by being old and ‘ȝolȝe’ in a household where, as in Arthur’s hall, the whole company is otherwise presented 
as ‘ȝonge,’” even going so far as to call her physical description itself as “the author’s uninhibited attack.” A 
Reading of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (London: Routledge, 1965), 64. Sheila Fisher tries to rationalize 
Morgan’s age as opposed to Arthur’s youth by linking it “with the corruption of the flesh that, in this poem, 
becomes linked to the corruption that is women in the center of Arthur’s court.” “Leaving Morgan Aside: Women, 
History and Revisionism in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.” Arthurian Women, ed. Thelma S. Fenster (New 
York: Routledge, 2000), 90. Elisa Marie Narin similarly sees Morgan’s ugliness as “a foreshadowing of her final 
importance in the poem” because “ugliness is conventionally associated with the black magic arts and moral 
turpitude.” “Þat on... Þat oþer’: Rhetorical Descriptio and Morgan le Fay in ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,’” 
Pacific Coast Philology 23, no. 1/2 (1988): 64.These connections may be accurate, but t hey miss the connection 
between Morgan and the Loathly Lady figure, whose appearance indicative of disruption, but not, as it transpires, 
immorality. The Loathly Lady’s body, like Morgan’s here, is a ruse—a way of establishing a set of expectations to 
be subverted later. 
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For a list of critics who identify Morgan and Lady Bertilak as doubles, see Geraldine Heng, “Feminine Knots and 
the Other Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” PMLA 106, no. 3 (1991): 503. J.J. Anderson does not go quite that far, 
theorizing that Morgan “may be seen as the picture of what the young woman will become.”  Language and 
Imagination in the Gawain-poems (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), 188. Schiff, however, points 
out in “Reterritorialized Ritual” that “such theorists of doubleness at Hautdesert do not explain why knights 
fulfilling Arthur’s orders are unquestionably individuals, while women acting at Morgan’s behest—a common-
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appearance to signify the young woman’s lechery, and this is not necessarily impossible, since 
this particular loathly lady is renowned Arthurian enchantress Morgan le Fay. 
 Like the Loathly Lady, Morgan le Fay seizes and enacts a form of female sovereignty 
beyond the sexual, romantic, or domestic. The first hint of this is in the position of honor she 
takes at Bertilak’s table: “Þe olde auncian wyf heȝest ho syttez;/ Þe lorde lufly her by lent as I 
trowe” (lnies 1001-1002; The old ancient wife, she sits highest;/ The lord lovingly leaned by her, 
I believe). This indicates that she is not simply the companion to the lady of the house, but that 
she commands respect in Castle Hautdesert.
83
 How much respect, however, is not revealed until 
the last fitt of the poem, when the Green Knight reveals that he and Bertilak are one and the 
same:  
Bertilak de Hautdesert I hat in þis londe. 
Þurȝ myȝt of Morgne la Faye, þat in my hous lenges, 
And koyntyse of clergye, bi craftes wel lerned— 
Þe maystrés of Merlyn mony ho hatz taken, 
For ho hatz dalt drwry ful dere sumtyme 
With þat conable klerk; þat knowes all your knyȝtez 
 At hame. 
 Morgne þe goddes 
 Þerfore hit is hir name; 
 Weldez non so hyȝe hawtesse 
 Þat ho ne con make ful tame  
(lines 2445-55; 
I am called Bertilak de Hautdesert in this land. 
Through the might of Morgan le Fay, who dwells in my house, 
And cleverness of clergy, by crafts well learned— 
She has taken many of the masteries of Merlin,  
for she has dealt in love full dear some time 
With that knowledgeable clerk; all your knights know that 
 At home. 
 Morgan the goddess 
                                                                                                                                                             
enough occurrence in the Vulgate tradition, in which Morgan often deploys female agents from her network of 
forest castles—are projections of a fairy’s self” (90). 
83
 According to David A. Lawton, “Attempts to read these lines as saying anything but that Morgan is placed at the 
head of high table seem forced, and a fourteenth-century aristocratic audience would not have been slow to 
appreciate the clue that this unwonted respect for a dowager presages an unusual power structure at Hautdesert.” 
“The Unity of Middle English Alliterative Poetry,” Speculum 58, no.1 (1983): 90.  
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 Therefore is her name; 
 None wields so high haughtiness 
 That she can not make them fully tame). 
 
Morgan le Fay is certainly an embodied figure in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight—her body is 
distinctive and an identifier of her character; it does not, however, limit her in her sovereignty in 
the way it does the supernatural women of the chronicle tradition. She was trained by Merlin, 
and her monstrous physicality does not mitigate the monstrous intellect she acquires from him; it 
only disguises it.
84
 Her supernatural ability makes her “Morgan the goddess,” and she has the 
power to tame any “hyȝe hawtesse”—in other words, she has the sort of mastery over the 
mightiest men that Dame Ragnelle cites as the aspiration of all women. Some scholars read  lines 
2445-46 without the punctuation Andrew and Waldron provide: “Bertilak de Hautdesert I hat in 
þis londe/ Þurȝ myȝt of Morgne le Faye, þat in my hous lenges”—in other words, Bertilak is only 
titled Bertilak de Hautdesert because of the influence of Morgan and her magic.
85
 Moreover, Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight executes a twist on the Loathly Lady’s physical transformation in 
Morgan le Fay’s transformation of Sir Bertilak. The Green Knight informs Gawain that “Ho 
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binaries, as she appropriates both the status of a political lord and, by acquiring the ‘maystrés of Merlyn’ [Merlin’s 
expertise] (2448), that of clerk. Much like Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Merlin, Morgan demonstrates the superiority of 
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 Michael W. Twomey in “Morgan le Fay at Hautdesert” explains the controversy this way: “Editors and translators 
confronting this passage must decide whether ‘through the might of Morgan le Fay’ (2446) functions as an adverbial 
phrase modifying ‘Bertilak de Hautdesert I am called in this land’ (2445) or whether it is grammatically 
unconnected. The difference is that if the lines are connected, Bertilak is saying that ‘in this land’ his name comes 
from the power of Morgan le Fay. ... However, editorial practice has been to put a full stop after 2445 and to make 
the best of the grammatical confusion that follows from treating 2446-51 as an aside rather than as part of Bertilak’s 
self-identification.” On Arthurian Women: Essays in Memory of Maureen Fries, ed. Bonnie Wheeler and Fiona 
Tolhurst (Dallas: Scriptorium Press, 2001), 108. He explains that  “This has more to do with editorial presumption 
than with grammar. If Morgan is presumed to be marginal to the narrative, then she could not possibly have 
anything to do with Bertilak’s lordship in the land from which he derives his name. ... The editions that we use were 
all completed at a time when critics tended to dismiss Morgan from SGGK, in the extreme regarding her appearance 
as some kind of bizarre obeisance to a now-lost source” (111-12). Paul Battles in “Amended Texts, Emended 
Ladies: Female Agency and the Textual Editing of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight” affirms that the reading in 
which Bertilak holds the Castle from Morgan makes the most sense: “This reading merely confirms what Sir 
Bertilak goes on to say in the remainder of the stanza.” The Chaucer Review 44, no. 3 (2010): 336. 
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wayned me þis wonder your wyttez to reue” (line 2459; She turned me into this wonder to 
deprive you of your wits). Like the Wife of Bath’s Loathly Lady, Morgan has the ability to 
shapeshift, but Morgan has gone above and beyond control of her own physical appearance, 
exerting control over the appearance, and therefore the body, of someone else
86
—specifically, a 
man of the sort the Loathly Lady herself might be pleased to claim mastery over. Bertilak is 
strong and powerful, the ostensible lord of his castle. Acting behind him, though, Morgan le Fay 
is the true sovereign—the one who determines the law and who it does and does not apply to.
87
  
 Morgan is set up as an equal and rival to Arthur even in the description of Castle 
Hautdesert as compared to Arthur’s Camelot. Notably, Camelot is described as a hall in the 
English tradition, with tables and benches to accommodate the feasting knights and ladies. A 
more elaborate description of the location is not offered. Hautdesert, however, is described 
elaborately, a French-styled castle almost out of a fairytale: 
A castel þe comlokest þat euer knyȝt aȝte, 
Pyched on a prayere, a park al aboute, 
With a pyked palays pyned ful þik, 
Þat vmbeteȝe mony tre mo þen two myle  
(lines 767-770; 
A castle the comeliest that ever knight owned, 
Pitched on a prayer, a park all about, 
With a piked palace pinne very thickly, 
That is enclosed with many trees for more than two miles). 
 
Its battlements, towers, finials, chimneys, and pinnacles are all described in detail. The people 
there are also the epitome of courtesy. When Gawain enters, they know who he is and greet him 
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In Language and Imagination, Anderson points out that, as with the Wife of Bath’s Loathly Lady, this makes the 
Green Knight’s “true” form unknowable: “Not only is he a shape-shifter, but there is the question of which of his 
two shapes is the primary one, and, following on from this, the question of whether he has any real being at all, or is 
simply conjured up by Morgan in a shape appropriate to her purpose of the moment” (216). This further highlights 
the unknowable or even deceitful nature of the physical body in this and all Loathly Lady romances. 
87
There is some debate as to how much of the plot of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is orchestrated by Morgan; it 
is possible to interpret the exchange of winnings and blows with Gawain as Bertilak’s plan apart from her. Even if 
this were the case, though, Morgan is acting at least in the role Merlin acts in the chronicle tradition—the enchanter 
who stands next to the sovereign and very nearly achieves sovereignty himself. In Morgan’s case, though, she 
certainly acts as sovereign of Hautdesert in that the attack on Arthur’s court is her idea. 
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like a celebrity; they “kneled doun on her knes vpon þe colde erþe/ To welcum þis ilk wyȝ as 
worþy hom þoȝt” (lines 818-19; kneeled down on their knees upon the cold earth/ To welcome 
this same man as they thought worthy). Gawain is impressed with the grandeur and courtesy of 
this court, which demonstrates that Morgan is capable of building a court as or more impressive, 
at least in some respects, than Arthur’s. Separated by a hostile wilderness, these two locations of 
civilization are set up as foils and as rivals in the poem. Yet it is impossible to ignore the 
wilderness through which Gawain must pass that creates the boundary between Arthur’s 
kingdom and Morgan’s. The very name of the Castle Hautdesert indicates a “high desert,” “a 
barren area, wooded or arid ... wasteland, wilderness ... desolation.”
88
 Twomey points out that 
“the poet carefully highlights the wilderness location of the castle from the time he describes 
Gawain’s journey along the deserted Welsh coast,” 
89
 including not only the inhospitable 
landscape but the creatures both natural and supernatural he must fight there. Hautdesert, like the 
regions of The Marriage of Sir Gawain and The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, is a 
zone of indistinction between bios and zoe, between civilization and wilderness. The forest itself 
is “simultaneously a space of absolute law and its seeming opposite—utter wilderness,”
90
 a fact 
reflected here in Sir Bertilak’s hunting scenes (the exercise of his sovereign right over the bare 
life of the land) paralleling the “hunt” of Gawain in the supposedly civilized bedroom prior to his 
legally agreed-upon meeting. When Gawain enters the castle, he believes that he has entered a 
site of civilization, but in fact the castle, just like its surrounding geography, is a liminal space 
that “collapses the forest/court, wild/civilized dichotomy that Gawain depends on for behavior 
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clues and an understanding of how he should perceive the world.”
91
 The Green Knight himself 
epitomizes this liminality through his own body. Many critics have noted that when he arrives at 
Arthur’s court, his appearance is a careful blend of the civilized and the savage.
92
 In a manner 
reminiscent of the Loathly Ladies of the Wedding and the Marriage, his giant size and green skin 
are counterbalanced by his clothes finely embroidered with gold; his savage axe is matched by 
the civilized holly branch. Although he presents himself as a sovereign at Castle Hautdesert, his 
appearance as Green Knight is closer to the truth—he is homo sacer, the wild almost-human, and 
his sovereign is Morgan le Fay. Morgan extends the obfuscating liminality the other Loathly 
Ladies use to hint at their ambiguity to her entire domain, including her knight, Bertilak. 
 Morgan le Fay has fully established at Hautdesert a realm outside of the scope of 
Arthur’s sovereignty.
93
 More than that, she is a threat to his sovereignty, and in a way much 
more direct than the way Dame Ragnelle threatens the king’s authority in The Wedding of Sir 
Gawain and Dame Ragnelle. It is indisputably Morgan le Fay who sends Bertilak in his guise as 
the Green Knight to undermine Arthur’s court, for reasons that are ultimately threefold, as 
Bertilak explains: 
Ho wayned me vpon þis wyse to your wynne halle 
For to assay þe surquidré, ȝif hit soth were 
Þat rennes of þe grete renoun of þe Rounde Table; 
Ho wayned me þis wonder your wyttez to reue, 
For to haf greued Gaynour and gart hir to dyȝe 
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Hebert, Morgan le Fay, Shapeshifter, 52. Hebert also makes the related point that “the wilderness may sometimes 
appear civilized, just as ... the court may sometimes shed its civility” (43). This is relevant to the dominating theme 
in the Loathly Lady tales that appearances are deceiving, and may deceive the hero and his patriarchal society in 
paticular. 
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 See, for example, Anderson, Language and Imagination, 172-74; Larry D. Benson, Art and Tradition in Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight (New Brunswick: Rutgers University, 1965),  58-83 (who compares the Green Knight 
to the literary wild man and green man);Burrow, A Reading, 13-23; Jill Mann, “Courtly Aesthetics and Courtly 
Ethics in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 31 (2009): 255, and Cohen, Of Giants, 
144-45 (referring to the Knight as a hybrid figure: half giant, half man). 
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Benson, in Art and Tradition, states that “she is both the equal and the opposite of Arthur” (33); Schiff, in 
“Reterritorialized Ritual,” acknowledges that she “wields power on a level equivalent to Arthur” (73), even pointing 
out that she apparently “possesses region-wide authority, the wider sphere of which is marked by her sending 
Bertilak to unsettle Arthur’s distant, Southern court” (93), as this paragraph discusses. 
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With glopnyng of þat ilke gome þat gostlych speked 
With his hede in his honde bifore þe hyȝe table  
(lines 2456-62; 
She turned me in this way to your blissful hall 
To assay the pride, if it were true 
That runs of the great renown of the Round Table; 
She turned me into this wonder to deprive you of your wits, 
In order to have grieved Gaynour and caused her to die 
With fear of that same man who spoke spookily 
With his head in his hand before the high table). 
 
First, the Green Knight is sent to test the pride of the Round Table, which he does in his manner 
of address to the court in general and Arthur in particular. He rides his horse into the hall and 
fails to immediately recognize the king in the dais. He then insults the knights as “bot berdlez 
chylder” (line 280; but beardless children). When no one immediately takes him up on his 
beheading game, he directly accuses the court of lacking the virtues he had heard attributed to 
them: 
“What, is þis Arþures hous,” quoþ þe haþel þenne, 
“Þat al þe rous rennes of þurȝ ryalmes so mony? 
Where is now your sourquydrye and your conquestes, 
Your gryndellayk and your greme and your grete wordes? 
Now is the reuel and þe renoun of þe Rounde Table  
Ouerwalt wyth a worde of on wyȝes speche, 
For al dares for drede withoute dynt schewed!” 
(lines 309-315; 
“What, is this Arthur’s house,” said the man then, 
“That all the noise runs of through so many realms? 
Where are now your pride and your conquests, 
Your fierceness and your anger and your great words? 
Now the revel and the renown of the Round Table is 
Overthrown with a word of one man’s speech, 
For none dares because of dread to show a dint!”). 
 
The first objective of shaming the court, then,  is certainly achieved, at least until Gawain accepts 
the Green Knight’s challenge. The second objective, “your wyttez to reue,” is also somewhat 
successful, as everyone is struck dumb by the Green Knight’s appearance, although they recover 
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with laughter after he departs.
94
 Finally, Morgan wants to frighten Queen Gaynour to death with 
the gruesome beheading and re-heading of the Green Knight. In this she objectively fails, but the 
attempt is nonetheless significant. While the Green Knight’s Beheading Game challenge is 
framed in entirely legal language,
95
 making it a death within the law, the attempt on the life of 
Gaynour is outside it—a sovereign deciding who may be killed without due process. In each of 
these ways, Morgan launches attacks on Arthur as a rival sovereign, undermining his authority 
more aggressively than any version of the Loathly Lady.  
 For most of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, though, the reader remains unaware of 
Morgan le Fay’s role in and influence on events. This mirrors Gawain’s experience—he, too, is 
unaware that the old woman he sees at court even is his aunt, much less of the part she has taken 
in his trials, until Bertilak informs him at the end of the poem. Instead, Gawain’s ire is initially 
focused on the figure he interprets as having posed the greatest threat to him and ultimately 
inhibited his complete success in his quest: Lady Bertilak. In fact, his anti-feminist rant, though it 
briefly references “þat oþer,” i.e. Morgan, focuses on wily, and often seductive, wives and lovers 
to blame Lady Bertilak for a treachery common to women and to excuse Gawain himself from 
culpability: 
Bot hit is no ferly þaȝ a fole madde 
And þurȝ wyles of wymmen be wonen to sorȝe; 
For so watz Adam in erde with one bygyled, 
And Salamon with fele sere, and Samson, eftsonez— 
Dalyda dalt hym hys wyrde—and Dauyth, þerafter, 
Watz blended with Barsabe, þat much bale þoled. 
Now þese were wrathed wyth her wyles, hit were a wynne huge 
To luf hom wel and leue hem not, a leude þat couþe. 
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In Language and Imagination, Anderson argues that “she does not achieve her aims. The court is reinforced in its 
pride, in all but his own eyes Gawain passes his tests with honours, and Guinevere remains alive. Ironically, the only 
one whom Morgan damages is her nephew, Gawain, towards whom she is not hostile” (215). Hebert, on the other 
hand, counters in Morgan le Fay, Shapeshifter that “though the court misreads Morgan’s message, Gawain does not. 
They attempt to reintegrate him into courtly society, but Gawain is now separated” (54). Regardless of how 
successful Morgan’s threats ultimately are, though, they are very overt and direct threats to Arthur and his court. 
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See Anderson, Language and Imagination, 175-76. 
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For þes wer forne þe freest, þat folȝed alle þe sele 
Exellently, of alle þyse oþer vnder heuen-ryche 
 Þat mused; 
 And alle þay were biwyled 
 With wymmen þat þay vsed. 
 Þaȝ I be now bigyled, 
 Me þink me burde be excused  
(lines 2414-28; 
But it is no wonder that a mad fool  
And through wiles of women be won to sorrow; 
For so was Adam in the earth by one beguiled, 
And Solomon with many various, and Samson, soon afterward— 
Delilah dealt him his fate—and David, thereafter,  
Was blended with Bathsheba, that suffered so much evil. 
Now if these were enraged with their wiles, it would be a huge blessing 
To love them well and believe them not, for a man that could. 
For these were the freest men, that all good fortune followed 
Excellently, of all those under heaven’s kingdom 
 That mused; 
 And all of them were deceived 
 By women that they used. 
 Though I am now beguiled, 
 I think I might be excused). 
 
Gawain’s rant and his anger at Lady Bertilak reflect his society’s interpretation of the danger of 
women to the social order, just as the court’s reticence in the face of Gawain’s marriage to the 
Loathly Lady does: women threaten disruption of civilized, sovereign order through seduction, 
through outsized desire, through their feminine bodies, through their domestic or marital 
relations.
96
 Just as in the case of Dame Ragnelle or The Wife of Bath Tale’s Loathly Lady, 
however, the perceived threat does not match reality. Dame Ragnelle’s real threat is her 
acquisition of political life, and the real feminine threat in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, too, 
is a political one: Morgan’s undermining of and outright attacks on Arthur and his court. Gawain 
might refer to Lady Bertilak in his bedroom as sovereign, but it is Morgan who is sovereign 
outside it.  
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 Barefield suggests in Gender and History that Gawain’s rant suggests that such “transgressive women cannot 
reproduce a satisfactory new generation” (91), Cohen in Of Giants that it “mak[es] of them monsters” (150).  
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 In fact, Lady Bertilak’s bedroom sovereignty itself may be, in the end, merely an illusion: 
while she appears in the moment to be acting of her own volition, seizing agency, if not 
sovereignty, for herself, Bertilak in the end reveals that she is acting under his orders: “I wroȝt it 
myseluen;/ I sende hir to asay þe” (lines 2361-62; I wrought it myself;/ I sent her to test you). It 
is important to note that there is ample evidence in the poem that Lady Bertilak knows of her 
husband’s plan, in lines like “ay þe lady let lyk a hym loued mych” (line 1281; always the lady 
behaved as if she loved him much) and in the fact that she sells the girdle on the basis that it will 
protect its wearer from physical harm—a concept particularly appealing to Gawain so shortly 
before he is to meet the Green Knight.
97
 There are even indications that her feelings are 
conflicted and that she does experience some real desire,
98
 for example when she speculates that 
“Þaȝ i were burde bryȝtest” (even if I were the most beautiful woman) Gawain would be unable 
to love her because of the burden on his mind (lines 1283-87),
99
 and later determines that she 
must win Gawain “to woȝe, whatso scho þoȝt ellez” (line 1550; to woo, whatever else she 
thought). Perhaps the best summation of Lady Bertilak in the bedroom scenes is provided by 
Sharon Rowley: “the Lady’s performances of her gendered courtly identity can neither be read as 
unquestionably grounded in her body and her own (feminine) desire, nor be reduced to the 
command of her husband.”
100
 The key is that they are performances, based on the knowledge she 
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 Some critics, like Benson in Art and Tradition, have argued that Lady Bertilak is a “temptress” who is simply 
following her husband’s orders (54-55), but more recent voices like George Sanderlin, “Thagh I were Burdge 
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184 
 
has that Gawain does not—the Lady performs dangerous and disruptive femininity as part of the 
plan to entrap Gawain. The threat in the bedroom, therefore, is never Lady Bertilak’s outsized 
desire, because she enacts it as part of her husband’s plan. As with the Loathly Ladies, her crafty 
intellect is the real threat, her body only the cover. Moreover, the sexual threat is never really a 
threat for Gawain; he withstands that, and fails in another respect entirely: “Bot here yow lakked 
a lyttel, sir, and lewté yow wonted;/ Bot þat watz for no wylyde werke, ne wowyng nauþer,/ Bot 
for ȝe lufed your lyf” (lines 2366-68; But here you lacked a little, sir, and wanted loyalty;/ But 
that was not for any guileful work, nor wooing either, but because you loved your life). Indeed, 
the courteous Gawain, who has been occupied with courtliness and political life, ends up as bare 
life after all, focused on the most basic of concerns common to all life: survival. Bertilak makes a 
point of telling Gawain that his fault was not for “wowyng,” but rather “for ȝe lufed your lyf,” a 
claim that moves culpability away from Lady Bertilak’s sexuality, if not from her character 
entirely. The real test is of the virtues the Green Knight is sent to Camelot to try—courage, faith, 
loyalty—and the reason he gives in to Lady Bertilak’s entreaties to take the girdle is not because 
of her, but because of his fear of the Green Knight who had been sent to Arthur’s court by 
Morgan le Fay. The girdle could have been offered by anyone, and as long as they claimed that it 
could save his life, Gawain would have taken it. Lady Bertilak is a distraction from the real trials 
of Gawain’s character
101
 and the real powers at work in Castle Hautdesert.  
 Lying behind all this is the intriguing possibility that Morgan le Fay is aware of and 
manipulating Gawain’s and the reader’s expectations of what female sovereignty looks like and 
how it is limited, and that Lady Bertilak, insofar as her agency is her own, is doing the same
102
. 
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 A particularly apt distraction given Gawain’s reputation in the French tradition as a womanizer. 
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In “Leaving Morgan Aside,” Fisher contends that female characters and femininity in the poem “become 
fundamentally associated with privateness” (85), but Morgan and Lady Bertilak’s actions have clear roots in and 
implications for political life. 
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Although Bertilak claims the girdle test and Lady Bertilak’s role in it as his idea, Morgan, in her 
role as sovereign at Hautdesert, must be aware of it, if not behind it. In any case, it is undeniable 
that the Lady Bertilak plot helps to conceal Morgan le Fay and her machinations from Gawain 
until it is too late for him to avoid becoming the emblem of the shame Morgan wished to bring to 
the entire Round Table. While the use of the term “sovereignty” in the context of Lady Bertilak’s 
sexuality and desire might seem at odds with the more overt sovereignty exercised by Morgan, 
the former is  in fact enfolded within the latter, and Gawain is the prey of their mutual hunt. 
Morgan le Fay’s political life is made possible by her supernatural ability, which creates one 
form of disguise, but it is equally made possible by Lady Bertilak’s exertion of her disruptive 
female body in the role of homo sacer, a performance that creates another form of disguise. Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight is very aware of how the perception of female sexuality as 




 The Marriage of Sir Gawain, The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle, The Wife 
of Bath’s Tale, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight each explore the domestic and the political 
spheres, and the potentially disruptive role of the female body and the female mind in both of 
them, in medieval romance. While romances may typically work primarily in the domestic 
sphere, in which Agamben argues that sovereign and homo sacer cannot really exist, the use of 
the Gawain character and his proximity to King Arthur keep his adventures a matter of national, 
and therefore sovereign, concern. This is demonstrated in the difference his absence makes in 
The Wife of Bath’s Tale, where the political and domestic spheres are at first apparently 
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separated. Indeed, the goal of each Gawain romance is to differentiate the threat posed by a 
woman’s body from the threat posed by her supernatural/intellectual nature and ensuing political 
life in some definitive way, even when the distinction between the two is indistinct, like the 
liminal space of the forest. In each romance, Arthur’s court anticipates the threat traditionally 
imposed by an outsized sexuality, but in no case does that disruption manifest in the way they 
expect it to. In both The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle and Sir Gawain and the 
Green Knight, the supernatural female figure at the center of the narrative instead uses her 
supernatural abilities, the sign of an outsized intellect, to pose a real threat by seizing political 
life and threatening Arthur’s own sovereignty. The fact that the primary supernatural ability 
shown by both Morgan le Fay and the Loathly Ladies is that of shapeshifting, a power rooted in 
the body, serves only to distract from and disguise this real threat. In fact, Susan Crane identifies 
shapeshifting as an indication “that feminine identity is not inherent in bodily appearance. 
Shifting from superlative repulsiveness to attractiveness redoubles the emphasis on appearance 
that characterizes the feminine position in courtship, but undermines the derivation of stable 
meaning from appearance. ... by countering their repulsive manifestations with hyperbolically 
appealing ones, shapeshifters raise the possibility that beauty is not native to woman but is an 
artificially produced masquerade.”
103
 Each female character discussed in this chapter both 
literally and figuratively embodies that division between identity and appearance and the 
ambiguity it creates in the narrative. 
 In the end, each Loathly Lady is neutralized through marriage and incorporated back into 
her society as a physically appealing, nonthreatening figure. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is 
the only romance examined here where this does not happen—this poem’s nontraditional 
Loathly Lady, Morgan le Fay, remains an existent threat to Arthur’s kingdom, lending 
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significance to the poem’s notoriously ambiguous ending. Gawain declines Bertilak’s jovial 
invitation to rejoin his aunt at Hautdesert, a logical choice given the ongoing danger she presents 
to him and his home court. Once he returns to court, only Gawain and the reader are aware that 
he has confronted one of Arthur’s greatest nemeses in the form of an ugly old woman. The rest 
of the court is able to laugh, because they cannot take such a threat seriously—and, after all, 
Gawain has survived the dangers to his body presented by both the Green Knight’s excessive 
size and Lady Bertilak’s excessive sexuality—but Gawain has learned what real danger lurks 
behind these deceptions. In the end, the court of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight leaves the 
reader with their laughter and the question of whether they have truly understood the nature of 




STRANGE WOMEN LYING IN PONDS, DISTRIBUTING SWORDS: GENDERED 
BOUNDARIES IN LE MORTE D’ARTHUR 
 
 Originally composed around 1470, Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur weaves 
together sources in the tradition of both chronicle (the Alliterative Morte Arthure) and romance 
(primarily the Old French Vulgate and Post-Vulgate cycles) in order to create a compendium, in 
English, of the entire reign of King Arthur. From the chronicle tradition discussed in Chapter 1, 
Malory retains the episodes of Arthur’s conception, his war with the Romans, and the Giant of 
Mont-Saint-Michel, although each of these is altered and augmented to some extent through the 
process of transmission. From his romance sources, Malory receives, revises, and retells the 
stories of individual knights errant, including Lancelot, who comes with his love for Guinevere 
from the French tradition. Le Morte D’Arthur therefore has the difficult task of blending genres 
with very different goals into a more or less “hoole book,” as Malory styles his work at its 
conclusion. As the first chapter of this dissertation establishes, the Arthurian chronicles sought 
through both supernatural means and female bodies to establish and sustain a legitimate British 
sovereignty for Arthur’s ancestors and ultimately for the legendary king himself. In no small 
part, this process included the defeat of all that was monstrous and the removal of political life 
from the women whose bodies would ensure a dynastic succession—in short, the exile from 
political life of all that was Other, with the exception of Merlin, who remained to represent the 
potential for monstrosity at the heart of sovereignty and civilization itself. Chapters Two and 
Three deal with the inevitable return of all of those exiled elements to the center of Arthurian 
society, with supernatural women challenging the king’s sovereignty both from within and from 
without, having established their own competing sovereignties. Le Morte D’Arthur narrates the 
progression from chronicle establishment of national or communal sovereignty to its dispersal in 
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 In many ways, the blending of chronicle and romance in Le Morte D’Arthur reflects the 
time in which Malory wrote and Caxton printed the text—a time spanning the last 15 years of the 
Wars of the Roses. Malory himself took part at different points on both sides of the conflict, 
resulting in the imprisonment during which he composed the Morte.
2
 By the time of Caxton’s 
printing, the imminent Henry VII was claiming descent from Arthur as a tool of legitimation, and 
there was a consciousness that Malory’s English version of the Arthurian legend would “serve ... 
to claim a national past.”
3
 The establishment of sovereignty was therefore very much on the 
minds of the competitors for the English crown and of the country as a whole, and particularly 
the means of establishing sovereignty other than simple primogeniture. The story of Arthur’s 
prophesied, divinely ordained kingship speaks potently to these contemporaneous concerns, to 
the extent that connection to Arthur became for many kings a signal of divinely ordained 
kingship in itself. At the same time, the period of the Morte’s composition, as Malory’s 
biography attests, was a time of divided loyalties and rival sovereignties within England, and 
although the romance tradition is supposed to be less blatantly political than the chronicles, the 
feuds, personal betrayals, and threats to the central order of Arthur’s court reflect the reality of a 
country warring with itself. In reality, as in Le Morte D’Arthur, the seemingly contradictory 
notions of establishment and conflict sat uneasily alongside one another. How these notions are 
expressed varies greatly over the course of Malory’s work. Le Morte D’Arthur survives in two 
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 Le Morte D’Arthur contains a third significant genre shift in the Quest for the Sankgreal. I will not deal with that 
section here, because the system of sovereignty it presents is spiritual rather than political, and thus falls outside the 
scope of this project. 
2
 For an overview of how Malory’s biography intersects with the politics of his day, see P.J.C Field, “Introduction” 
in Le Morte D’Arthur: The Definitive Original Text (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2017), vii-xviii. 
3
 Finke and Shichtman, King Arthur and the Myth of History, 166. 
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versions—the Winchester manuscript and Caxton’s printing—with some significant differences 
between the two. The former is divided into eight books
4
 that can stand separately as individual 
romances, while the latter simultaneously subdivides the books and emphasizes the unity of the 
work as a whole.
5
 Despite this attempt at unity, however, Le Morte D’Arthur never quite comes 
together as a harmonious whole, and the chronicle and romance traditions and genres are at times 
at odds with one another, making it difficult to create a coherent thesis that explains the 
overarching trajectory of the Morte as one book. To some extent, the ways gender and 
sovereignty function in the chronicle sections one the one hand, and the romance sections on teh 
other, cannot be fully reconciled. 
 This background of the conflicting desires for unity and conflict embedded in the literary 
and historical context as well as in the very structure of Le Morte D’Arthur help to explain why 
the drawing and crossing of boundaries are so important in the text. According to Agamben, the 
function of the supernatural, particularly in the form of homo sacer, is to designate the boundary 
between the inside and the outside, self and other. Civilization exists on one side of the 
boundary, while on the other are the monsters who represent its opposite. Homo sacer exists in a 
zone of indistinction between the two, with some qualities of the human distorted by 
inhumanity—often in the form of outsized desire of excessive corporeality. This zone of 
indistinction is made literal in the wastelands, mountains, and especially the forests of medieval 
literature, for reasons that have been explained in Chapters Two and Three. In Le Morte 
D’Arthur, Arthur’s court is the patriarchal heart of civilization, and the forests outside its 
boundary are the domain of the enchantress. These supernatural women are Other both because 
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 P.J.C. Fields’s edition splits Sir Trystram De Lyones into two books, bringing the total to nine. 
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 For more on the differences between Winchester and Caxton, as well as the scholarly debate on the relative unity 
of Le Morte D’Arthur and Caxton’s editorial influence, see Bonnie Wheeler, Robert L. Kindrick, and Michael N. 
Salda, eds., The Malory Debate: Essays on the Texts of Le Morte Darthur (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2000). 
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of their female bodies and because of their supernatural abilities. Malory’s supernatural largely 
shies away from the physically monstrous in the way it is presented in, for example, the Loathly 
Lady romances; the supernatural these women utilize is more in the vein of the supernatural 
intellect, like  Merlin’s in the chronicles. However, this form of the supernatural in Le Morte 
D’Arthur is not entirely able to be separated from the threat posed by the enchantresses’ physical 
bodies and the outsize desire their femininity implies to Malory’s audience. 
 Before going further, a broad survey of how the feminine supernatural is portrayed over 
the course of Le Morte D’Arthur will be of use. The only terms Malory uses to describe 
supernatural ability or action in a strictly negative sense are “nigromancye” (10) and “wycche”/ 
“wycchecraufte”/ wycchecrauftys” (430, 65, 796)
6
, and these are also the terms he uses least. 
The other terms used—enchantment, sorcery, and craft—are  more frequent and also more 
ambiguous. “Sorcery” is used almost entirely in a negative sense, except when it is stated that 
Nyneve “ded grete goodnes unto kynge Arthure and to all hys knyghtes thorow her sorsery and 
enchauntementes” (1059). Here “sorcery” is equated with and placed alongside the most 
frequently-used term, “enchantment.” Indeed, all three terms are often used together in this way, 
implying an interchangeability between them.  The Middle English Dictionary’s definitions of 
“sorsery” and “enchauntemente” refer specifically to magic or the supernatural, while “craft” is 
not so confined, and (as established with Merlin’s use of “craft” in the chronicles) could also 
mean natural skill, cunning, or deceit.
7
 Deceit and cunning, though, are nevertheless implied in 
the context of many of Malory’s references to sorcery and enchantment, such as in Morgan’s 
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 Thomas  Malory, The Works of Sir Thomas Malory, ed. Eugène Vinaver, revised by P.J.C. Field, 3 vols. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990). All direct quotes from this work. 
7
 Both Maureen Fries and Carolyne Larrington equate women’s magical ability in Le Morte D’Arthur with their 
“rhetorical skill”—see: Larrington, King Arthur’s Enchantresses, 27—and verbal “guile”—see: Fries, “Female 
Heroes,” 72. Both serve to manipulate reality and particularly the men around them without resort to armed combat, 
and both can carry negative connotations due to association with trickery and deceit. 
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enchanted counterfeits of Excalibur and its scabbard. On the other hand, they are also used to 
reveal truth in the face of deceit, as when Nyneve subsequently returns the true Excalibur to the 
true king.  
 Enchantment and sorcery, like “craft” in Malory, are actions that moreover require 
strategy and skill. They are also learned; we are told that Morgan le Fay “was put to scole in a 
nonnery, and ther she lerned so moche that she was a grete clerke of nygromancye” (10), and 
that Nyneve “ever ... made Merlion good chere tylle sche had lerned of hym all maner of thynge 
that sche desyred” (125).
8
 It follows that enchantment is the most practiced and studied ability in 
Le Morte D’Arthur except for the crafts of knighthood and chivalry, and it is practiced almost 
entirely by women. In fact, it may be because women cannot be knights that, with the exception 
of Merlin and Nascien the hermit, all of the characters wielding supernatural abilities in the 
romance are women.
9
 Geraldine Heng asserts that magic is “a woman’s equivalent of a knight’s 
skill at arms, and a means of accomplishing a purpose by her own efforts,”
10
 going so far as to 
say that “its dispositions ... lodge formidable sources of power in the text, to far exceed the 
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 In other words, it is entirely possible for magic to overpower sword, 
shield, and armor, although these are the romance’s weapons of choice. Yet because of its 
difference both in its power and in its overwhelming femininity, magic holds an inherent, 
potential threat to the chivalric order of knighthood: “because its operations are secret or 
indecipherable, and may press even the unwilling into service, it is a thing to be feared, 
particularly by a warrior ethic, for its mysterious compulsion.”
12
 The threat of “mysterious 
compulsion” raises once again the spectre of outsized desire, as it implies control over the life 
and body of another. As has already been established, women hold the potential for disruption in 
their supposedly outsized desire, and hand in hand with that fear is the fear of their deception; 
magic, too, is associated with deception and manipulation, even in men like Merlin. Perhaps this 
is the reason that magic and the feminine are so frequently paired in Le Morte D’Arthur and 
romances like it. Yet, for all this, supernatural women hold a substantial benevolent presence in 
Le Morte D’Arthur, some even pitting themselves against the practitioners of “nigromancye” and 
“wycchecraufte” who would do harm to the king and his knights and standing for the virtue of 
chastity rather than excessive sexual desire. 
 Altogether, in examining the various supernatural women, the acts they perform 
throughout Le Morte D’Arthur, and the words used to describe them, it is apparent that it is not 
the acts themselves that distinguish between “good witch” and “bad witch”; rather, what sets a 
benevolent enchantment apart from a malevolent one is whether the character performing it allies 
herself with the sovereign and his juridical order. Just as with knighthood, one who uses her craft 
to uphold the values of chivalry and support the Round Table is good; one who uses her craft to 
commit crime and mischief in defiance of those values is bad—at least, in the eyes of the order 
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 Yet few enchantresses join in Arthur’s fellowship in the way knights are able to 
do. Dorsey Armstrong has pointed out that the Pentecostal Oath establishing the code of conduct 
for Arthur’s Round Table excludes women from active roles and instead casts them firmly as 
potential victims to be rescued and protected. She argues that these strict gender roles are in fact 
essential to Malory’s view of chivalry: “While foregrounding masculine activity, chivalry reveals 
itself as an impossible project without the presence of the feminine, and indeed, only possible 
when the feminine is present in a subjugated position. The legislation of chivalry through the 
Pentecostal Oath defines and sharpens the issue of gender so that it resonates throughout 
Malory’s fictional Arthurian society.”
14
 Instead, enchantresses tend to enjoy some degree of 
independence, and even occasionally sovereignty, only outside the patriarchal court. Within the 
court, the paradoxical nature of the narrative’s endorsement of sorceresses who support Arthur’s 
sovereign, chivalric order and simultaneous insistence that their place in that order must be 
restricted to a traditionally feminine role—even as their supernatural abilities mean that they are 
less vulnerable, less in need of protection—becomes apparent. If an enchantress becomes too 
fully absorbed in Arthur’s court and his order, the consequences are dire—usually the revocation 
of political, if not physical, life. Indeed, in Agambenian terms, they exist in a state of inclusive 
exclusion
15
 and become homo sacer—sacred life, able to be killed. If she remains entirely 
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 In Maureen Fries’s view, these are often female counter-heroes. See: Fries, “Female Heroes.” Carolyne Larrington 
in King Arthur’s Enchantresses defines their role thus: “enchantresses often work at an interesting tangent to the 
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for female sovereignty who can function as sites of resistance to patriarchal supremacy.” Arthuriana 17, no. 3 
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Press of Florida, 2003), 36. 
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course, on the traditionally anomalous and fluid position of women in the estates system of medieval feudalism—a 
system women were a part of and yet also undeniably apart from, in constituting a category of people who were both 
inside and outside the hierarchical order structuring medieval society” (199). 
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outside the court and its structure, however, she becomes too like the monsters, a threat who 
must be eliminated in order for patriarchal sovereignty to be established and maintained. The 
only way for an enchantress to triumph is to establish her own sovereignty. 
 When Le Morte D’Arthur is taken as a whole, unified book, the extent to which 
enchantresses’ supernatural intellects or female bodies are deemed most significant appears to be 
determined by the influence of genre. The beginning and end of the work, which have their 
origins in the chronicles and deal with the establishment and dissolution of Arthur’s Britain, 
matters of national concern, present the possibility of an alternative, non-patriarchal society 
outside of Arthur’s court, where the female sovereign is a reality. The enchantresses in this 
system may set up sovereignties to rival Arthur’s because their supernatural intellects enable 
them to do so—they are valued by the narrative as legitimating forces with political lives. They 
danger to them in entering Arthur’s court is that they are vulnerable outside their own realms and 
in the patriarchal one, which does not provide a space for them. In the episodes more influenced 
by romance, however, enchantresses’ bodies and desires are emphasized instead. The monstrous 
women who threaten Arthur’s patriarchal order are defined by their outsized desire, and their 
supernatural ability serves only to enhance and make monstrous the negative implications of the 
female body. The result is that the women in these sections cannot be taken seriously as political 
threats, as they are bound to zoe rather than bios; their actions lack political influence. On the 
other hand, the (significantly fewer) women who use their supernatural ability in support of the 
patriarchal order are defined by their lack of sexual desire and their adherence to values of 
chastity. These women, however, ultimately enter into a court setting and relinquish their 
political life through marriage. In the foundational sections of Le Morte D’Arthur, the space 
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outside the court is a space for potential feminine sovereignty, while in the romance sections it is 
an irrevocable wilderness, the exile space of the monster. 
 To conclude this chapter, I will examine the two characters who cross the genre boundary 
and are present in the narrative from the foundation of Arthur’s realm to its end. Morgan le Fay 
falls victim to the genre shift, in that she goes from a serious threat to Arthur’s sovereignty to a 
threat primarily to his knights’ bodies, depicted as monstrous, pathetic and spiteful in her 
position of fixed exile to the wilderness. Nyneve, on the other hand, transcends this shift, 
retaining her position of near-sovereignty akin to Merlin’s by remaining a liminal figure, 
refusing to become fixed in either the court or the forest, traversing the boundaries between the 
two just as she traverses the boundaries between sovereign and monster. Le Morte D’Arthur 
conflates intra- and extra-narrative boundaries, and the only path to sovereignty for his female 
characters lies in creating and maintaining an uneasy balance between civilization and 
wilderness, just as Malory creates a whole book by balancing the impetuses of romance and 
chronicle. 
  
SWORDS AND SCABBARDS 
 The first section of Le Morte D’Arthur, which I delineate as Book One, King Uther and 
King Arthur through Uwayne’s exile, is concerned with establishing Arthur’s sovereignty in 
Britain. Although some of the episodes contained in this section have their origins outside the 
chronicle tradition, they all share this foundational element, and in that sense, the opening of Le 
Morte D’Arthur is very similar to the chronicle tradition.
16
 The supernatural, in turn, serves a 
function analogous to its chronicle antecedents: the supernatural here legitimizes the sovereign 
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and his line when his genealogy is in doubt. Merlin is the main vehicle of the supernatural at the 
outset of Le Morte D’Arthur, when Uther brings him from his wilderness dwelling, where he 
lives as homo sacer, in to the heart of his court in order to help him ensure and safeguard his 
succession. As in the chronicles, Merlin uses his supernatural craft to arrange Arthur’s 
conception, and then he takes Arthur away for safekeeping until the correct moment. When he 
takes on this role as the protector of Uther’s dynastic succession, Merlin takes his place of 
sovereignty or near-sovereignty, just as he does in the chronicle tradition. Merlin is therefore 
again the main vehicle of this supernatural legitimation when he sets up the trial of the sword in 
the stone in order to demonstrate by miracle that Arthur is Uther’s heir, “rightwyse kynge borne” 
(12). The sword is itself a means of legitimation in its physical manifestation of the connection 
between Uther and Arthur and the divine/supernatural sanction of Arthur’s kingship.
17
 Like the 
supernatural itself, the sword steps in at a time of uncertainty to reinforce Arthur’s lineage, 
legitimacy, and right. In this episode the sword represents sovereignty itself; it stands as a 
signifier of the genealogical dynastic succession, the king’s disembodied, metaphysical body 
which passes on to his first legitimate son and grants him the power to stand outside the law. It is 
also an inherently masculine and phallic symbol—Rovang calls it “a symbol of kingly virility,” 
evoking “the ancient relationship of the king to the land as sovereign”
18
—and so when Arthur 
takes it up, he also takes up his position at the head of a patriarchal system.
19
 It is interesting, 
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then, that the sword breaks, indicating that a purely patriarchal sovereignty is insufficient, and 
that Arthur cannot simply repeat his father’s mode of kingship or Merlin’s. 
 It is at this point that Arthur’s legitimacy is re-inscribed by a second supernatural sword, 
this serving as a link not between Arthur and his father, but between Arthur and a more 
supernatural, feminine source of sovereignty. Although magic throughout Le Morte D’Arthur is 
typically used by women in place of the sword, here it is channeled through a particular sword, 
allowing the women in the narrative to take up arms in a very specific way—not to legitimize the 
king’s rule through conquest, but through the supernatural. While Merlin guides Arthur to the 
lake where he receives Excalibur, the sword is ultimately granted to him by the Lady of the 
Lake. The Lady’s supernatural nature is revealed in her first appearance, when she is introduced 
as “a damesell goynge uppon the laake” (52). She is also, though, presented as a sovereign figure 
herself,
20
 lady of “as fayre a paleyce as ony on erthe, and rychely besayne” (52) and possessor of 
the sword (and all that it represents) being held aloft in the middle of the lake.
21
 She states in no 
uncertain terms that “that swerde ys myne” (53), and Merlin specifies that Arthur must “speke ... 
fayre to hir, that she may gyff you that swerde” (52) [emphasis mine]. The ability to grant 
                                                                                                                                                             
goes into more depth, particularly as they relate to relationships formed in border regions. Swords “formally 
incarnate the boundary paradox: their edges divide trenchantly while forming the blade’s indivisible unity”; they 
simultaneously represent the “legitimacy of forceful occupation” and “jurisdictional relationships in human society” 
(16, 19, 21). Most importantly, though, “the sword does not merely function as a symbol (the physical embodiment 
of an abstract principle); it has the physical capacity to enforce the consequences of that principle” (22). The sword 
is therefore both the thing and the whole of the thing, an item symbolizing force and capable of delivering force. 
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sovereignty through the vehicle of the sword rests at this moment entirely in the Lady’s hands, 
and she is set up in this sense as parallel to both Uther and Merlin, the combined pair who, 
through natural and supernatural means, granted Arthur his original sword and sovereign power. 
Paul Rovang calls the Lady “a sovereign embodiment of the realm (Sovereignty of the Land),” 
and gives this as the reason she may possess and distribute a legitimating sword, which he calls 
“not only a chivalric act but one of domina to retainer.”
22
 The Lady does not simply replace the 
sword in the stone with another magical phallic symbol, however. Instead, Excalibur is 
accompanied by a feminine symbol: the magical scabbard. 
  Just as Merlin and the Lady of the Lake together are required to legitimate Arthur’s 
sovereignty here, both the phallic sword and the yonic scabbard are presented to him. The 
scabbard possesses the traditionally feminine virtue of healing and safeguarding sovereignty—
just as the wife/mother figure safeguards the succession, the scabbard safeguards the individual, 
serving as a protection from losing blood, regardless of how severely its wielder is wounded. In 
granting Arthur this power, the Lady goes a step further than Merlin and Uther; this protection 
from death in combat puts Arthur outside the law not only through his status as sovereign; when 
he wears the scabbard, he is outside the laws of nature and combat as well. When Arthur fights 
with Excalibur and while wearing the scabbard, he is able to dictate the law, but he is in more 
than one sense not subject to it. He is the sacred man who cannot be killed under the law, not in 
the way the sacrificial victim fulfills this role, but in the role of the sovereign, deemed sacred 
and, in this case, unable to be killed in any sense. The symbol of this added power and enhances 
sovereignty, the scabbard that holds the sword, is a symbol as feminine as the Lady who grants 
it. It is significant, though, that the Lady of the Lake controls and grants to Arthur both the 
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phallic and the yonic symbols, both power and protection,
23
 and that the latter is actually 
described by Merlin as more valuable.
24
 Jesmok goes so far as to speculate that “Merlin perhaps 
alludes to the superiority and prescience of the female when he questions Arthur about the 
relative value of the sword versus the scabbard.”
25
 The Lady of the Lake, then, is initially 
established as both a supernatural figure and a sovereign figure, equal in power to Merlin or 
Uther. Moreover, she opens up to Arthur the possibility of an improved and more secure 
sovereignty, one that includes the feminine as an equal and (Merlin argues) even superior player. 
 The sovereignty the Lady of the Lake represents through the paired sword and scabbard 
is one that allows women not to be inherently homo sacer, but possessed of political life and 
sovereignty. She also represents this ideal in her own sovereign status. Prior to her gift of 
Excalibur and its scabbard to Arthur, the Lake of the Lake resembles the fairy lady of Lanval; 
not only is she sovereign over her own realm in the rock in the lake, but that realm is outside 
Arthur’s realm of power. This is particularly clear in Malory’s French source material,
26
 where 
the Lady of the Lake’s realm is specifically designated as a magical one, unknown and 
inaccessible to outsiders, particularly men. Even in Le Morte D’Arthur itself, though, Merlin has 
to familiarize Arthur with the Lady’s domain, as the young king is unaware of its existence. 
Although her court is outside Arthur’s court, it is still a locus of civilization, so the Lady is not 
simply an exile from Arthur’s court. She is set up as Arthur’s peer, and the gift of the sword and 
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scabbard comes with the expectation of reciprocity. Arthur pledges that  he “woll gyff me a 
gyffte whan I aske hit you” (53). The negotiation displays the Lady of the Lake’s political life, 
resulting in a kind of treaty.  
 The next time the Lady appears in the narrative, it is at Arthur’s court, but there is little 
indication of her supernatural nature there. Despite her gift of the sword and scabbard, Arthur’s 
court is still a patriarchal hub, and having left her own realm, she is subject to Arthur’s law. This 
is even more apparent when the request she makes of Arthur is for either Balyn’s head or the 
head of the damsel who brought him his sword. Here, the Lady does not possess the sovereign 
power to order their deaths or designate them as able to be killed, although it would seem that 
she did possess that power in the past: not only does Balyn state that “by inchauntement and by 
sorcery she hath bene the destoryer of many good knyghtes” (65), which is a fairly typical 
accusation directed as sorceresses in Le Morte D’Arthur, but he also claims that “she was causer 
that my modir was brene thorow hir falsehode and trechory” (65). Death by burning is a 
punishment usually only doled out by the sovereign; it is an execution rather than a simple 
murder. Now, however, her status is such that Arthur, the sovereign, is able to refuse her request, 
as he determines the law in his court, and Balyn neither fears nor hesitates to unceremoniously 
cut off her head. 
 The Lady of the Lake lacks the power of the sovereign once she enters into Arthur’s 
court,  but she does not become homo sacer, the exile, the sacred life that may be killed outside 
the law, either. She is in fact participating in the political life of the court when she is killed, and 
so she cannot be killed as homo sacer. In fact, her killing is not treated as extra-judicial in any 
way. In not manifesting the supernatural abilities of which Balyn accuses her and which we saw 
in Arthur’s previous encounter with her, the Lady of the Lake further submits herself to the laws 
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of nature and of Arthur. When Balyn decapitates the Lady, she is not a sacrifice which is able to 
be killed outside the realm of the law and its punishments. On the contrary, her death occurs at 
the heart of Arthur’s legal realm, in the middle of his court, and Balyn is prosecuted for the 
murder under Arthur’s law. In fact, in the immediate aftermath of the deed, Arthur tells him, “Ye 
have shamed me and all my courte, for thys lady was a lady that I was much beholdynge to, and 
hyder she com undir my sauffconduyghte. Therefore I shall never forgyff you that trespasse” 
(66). The Lady is not sovereign here; her death is not treated as extraordinary in itself, but 
because of the shame it brings to Arthur’s court. She had been under Arthur’s 
“sauffconduyghte,” his legal protection, and so killing her is a crime against Arthur. Once she is 
dead, the king puts her into the more traditionally feminine role of the body that must be either 
rescued or avenged. Although she had been exercising her political life at court, she is silenced 
by her death and doubly silenced by the way that death becomes about Arthur’s patriarchal court 
rather than about the loss to her own. 
 The Lady of the Lake is set up in Le Morte D’Arthur as parallel and equal to Uther and 
Merlin—particularly Merlin, as her position in the role of sovereign over a supernatural realm 
outside of Arthur’s sovereignty resembles Merlin’s status as both sovereign and supernatural 
figure. Unlike the women of the chronicle tradition, the Lady of the Lake here appears to be 
equal to Merlin both in her supernatural abilities and in her ability to legitimize sovereignty. 
Once she has fulfilled that function, however, she relinquishes both those roles by entering a 
patriarchal court that has not lived up to her tacit advice on the properly balanced allocation of 
sovereignty and, fairly promptly, dies. She becomes, in Margherita’s terms, the dead “feminine 
or feminized body that enables the transcendence of logos”
27
—in this case, a masculine political 
life at court rather than a court with masculine and feminine sovereignty—and a disavowed point 
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of origin for Arthur’s sovereignty. Her status in the state of exception, unlike Merlin’s masculine 
one, cannot be maintained once she enters into Arthur’s court; she cannot maintain an active 
political life there, and so she does not go on to fulfill a function like Merlin’s as Arthur’s 
advisor or supernatural aide. Once she dies, it becomes clear that Arthur’s court has not been 
altogether safe for the enchantress. The failure of Balyn to recognize the Lady’s authority and 
Arthur’s failure to create the type of sovereignty she expects reveal a fundamental problem at the 
court, a refusal to recognize female sovereignty as legitimate, even when it is supernatural. 
 Even as the Lady of the Lake meets her end, however, Malory introduces her foil and 
enemy, a female sovereign and enchantress who demonstrates that, by remaining outside the 
court, sovereignty may be maintained even as the signifying sword is given away. The Lady Lyle 
of Avilion is so far removed from Arthur’s court that she never appears directly in the narrative, 
but her influence is felt in the episode of Sir Balyn, where she appears as the indirect means of 
the Lady of the Lake’s death, providing the sword with which Balyn kills her. The episode 
begins when a damsel comes to court girt with a sword that cannot be removed from its scabbard 
except by an exemplary, noble, and virtuous knight. This episode clearly mirrors the manner in 
which Arthur must prove his worthiness for kingship by pulling the sword from the stone and 
anvil; the damsel takes the place of the stone, the land itself—so she, like the Lady of the Lake, 
represents the sovereignty of the land—but she also is like Merlin or the Lady of the Lake in 
legitimizing Balyn’s status by means of the enchanted sword. In all other respects, though, this 
episode is the opposite of the Lady of the Lake’s presentation of Excalibur to Arthur. Balyn is 
“the new Arthur” in this episode, although that identification does not come with kingship. It 
does, however, appear to come with a kind of sovereignty. According to Merlin, “thys lady Lyle 
of Avylion toke hir this swerde that she brought with hir, and tolde there shoulde no man pulle 
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hit oute of the sheethe but yf he be one of the beste knyghtes of thys realme, and he sholde be 
hardy and full of prouesse; and with that swerde he sholde sle hys brothir” (64). Whoever 
receives this sword receives with it a magical sanction to kill someone outside the law. Since 
Balyn is not the rightful king, however, this creates a problem. As Hodges points out, “unlike 
Excalibur, which confirms social bonds, this sword opposes them”
28
 by becoming the instrument 
of a series of vengeance killings and ultimately fratricide. Someone other than the king 
possessing the sovereign’s ability to kill outside the law is an innate threat to civilization and 
primes the chivalric society to fall into the type of blood feuding that haunts Arthur’s reign. 
Balyn enacts this wrongful assumption of a sovereign role in his manner of accepting the sword: 
“After being permitted by a maiden to establish his worth through the drawing of her mistress’s 
sword, he defiantly asserts his right to its ownership, illegally insisting on keeping what is not 
his”
29
. The threat to Arthur’s kingship, however, does not actually come from Balyn. 
 After asserting that the wielder of the sword will be the best knight in the world and kill 
his brother, Merlin goes on to say that “that knyght that hath encheved the swerde shall be 
desroyed thorow the swerde; for the which woll be grete damage, for there lyvith nat a knyght of 
more prouesse than he ys” (68). The knight who wields the sword, then, also becomes bare life, a 
man who may be killed. The supernatural nature of the sword ensures this: no man will 
ultimately be responsible for his death so much as the sword itself will be. This death through 
supernatural means cannot be properly prosecuted under the law (the sword itself cannot be 
prosecuted). What is most telling here, though, is Merlin’s anger at the damsel who brings the 
sword into the court and his assignment of blame for Balyn’s death to her. Balyn, although he 
has won the sword, does not ultimately control or wield the sovereignty that comes with it. 
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Instead, he and his brother become victims, dying together. In taking up the sword, Balyn 
actually renders himself not as sovereign but as homo sacer. His status as such is cemented when 
he is literally exiled from Arthur’s court after killing the Lady of the Lake. The sovereignty here, 
the ability to determine who is able to be killed, rests ultimately with the damsel and with the 
Lady Lyle of Avilion.
30
 The damsel’s intent is for her own brother to be killed, so her power 
extends only as far as choosing the knights who undertake her test. It is the Lady Lyle, though, 
who set the terms of the arrangement. She is the one who determines that two knights will be 
killed, although she does not specify which two. Rather than giving up sovereignty with a sword, 
as the Lady of the Lake does, the Lady Lyle and her damsel manage to retain some measure of it 
together, with Balyn and his brother Balan as their counterparts on the other side of the sovereign 
exception. It is the Lady Lyle, therefore, who presents the real threat to Arthur’s sovereignty, 
destabilizing his society from the outside. Unlike the Lady of the Lake, the Lady Lyle is able to 
retain this role because she does not submit to Arthur or join his court, and although she does not 
appear in the narrative again, she survives both physically and politically. Although it has been 
made unwelcome in Arthur’s court, female sovereignty still exists in Arthur’s world as a threat 
backed up by supernatural legitimation, and Lyle proves it is to be taken seriously. 
 
ENCHANTRESSES ERRANT 
 What I designate as the second part, or the romance section, of Le Morte D’Arthur begins 
after the exile of Uwayne from Arthur’s court. Although this is in the middle of the first book in 
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the Winchester Manuscript, it marks the point at which the supernatural shifts away from its 
legitimizing function in Arthur’s establishment as king, and also when the narrative focus shifts 
away from Arthur’s court. The remainder of his establishment and stabilization of sovereignty 
and the realm itself is settled in the episode of the Emperor Lucius by strictly martial and natural 
means.
31
 With Uwayne’s exile, though, we follow a knight on his own, not on a mission from the 
court as the knights sent out from Arthur’s wedding were. Uwayne and the others like him are 
instead individual knights errant in the “forest of adventure,” and when they encounter the 
supernatural, its nature and function must necessarily be different from what occurs in 
establishing British kingship. Whereas during the establishment of Arthur’s sovereignty, the 
enchantresses or their influence came into the court, in this romance-inspired section, the knights 
of the court venture into the realm of the enchantress, typically the semi-wilderness of the Forest 
of Adventure. Outside the court, and therefore outside the law, in these mystical realms of 
enchantment, the knights become uncharacteristically vulnerable and able to be killed—they 
become sacred lives, or homines sacri. The realm outside the bounds of the court is no longer the 
realm of an alternate female sovereignty; it is the realm of female monsters. The various 
enchantresses encountered by questing knights display skill above all else in achieving control 
over these individual knights by disrupting and manipulating the systems of the patriarchal court 
which they both make up and represent, particularly the established “courtly love” systems of 
romantic and sexual union. Those roots in courtly love, however, create an emphasis on the 
female body and sexuality which, in this literature, is rarely portrayed positively. If a powerful 
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woman becomes subject to the court she loves her political life through marriage, but if on the 
other hand she becomes defined by personal desire, she is discredited as a monster.  
 The ability of Malory’s enchantresses to interfere in the romantic and sexual lives of the 
knights they encounter is renowned within the narrative itself, and an apparent subject of anxiety 
among its characters.
32
 In one instance, a woman tells Launcelot that “hit is noysed that ye love 
quene Gwenyvere, and that she hath ordeyned by enchauntemente that ye shall never love none 
other but hir, nother none other damesell ne lady shall rejoyce you” (270),
33
 and Queen 
Guinevere herself later assures La Beale Isolde that “sir Trystrames was so noble a knyght called 
that by craftes of sorsery ladyes wolde make suche noble [men] to wedde them” (436). This 
particular fear has its root in the traditional power dynamics between knights and ladies in 
romance.
34
 The lady has the power of refusal, but the knight’s job is to wear her down until she 
accepts. The lady may order the knight around once he has pledged himself to her, but making 
that pledge is his decision. The pursuit and therefore the control and the political life in these 
relationships are the knight’s domain. When enchantresses are involved, though, that dynamic 
flips, and the loss of control presents a significant threat to knightly identity and knightly 
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 According to Richard Kieckhefer, this reflects a historical anxiety. Kieckhefer theorizes that because “magic 
operates most powerfully at moments when one feels seized by unfamiliar forces at least partly beyond one’s control 
... virtually all types of sources at our disposal for the history of medieval magic ... give erotic magic a significant 
role.” “Erotic Magic in Medieval Europe” in Sex in the Middle Ages, ed. Joyce E. Salisbury (New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1991), 30.  
33
 Geraldine Heng in “Enchanted Ground” calls this suspicion of Guinevere’s magical control over Lancelot the 
“supreme accolade” to his love and devoted service to the queen (102). 
34
Dorsey Armstrong in Gender and the Chivalric Community and Susan Crane in Gender and Romance each go into 
detail about how knighthood is defined against the idea of the damsel in distress; Crane elaborates that “the assertion 
of difference between men and women is fundamental to romance not only as a means of defining the masculine self 
by contrast with the feminine other but as a precondition for expanding identity beyond the limitations difference 
imposes. Conceiving genders by binary opposition has a diminishing as well as a defining effect, restricting 
masculinity in the process of clarifying it” (20). These traditional gender roles cast knights as the rescuers and ladies 





 Richard Kieckhefer asserts that erotic magic “violated the free will of those it 
ensnared and disrupted the social order,” and that, historically, 
a disproportionate number of the people tried for use of erotic magic were women—
probably not because women were more inclined to this offense than men, but because 
women’s manipulation of male affections was more intensely feared, and because men 





 An enchantress may, according to these rumors, hold a knight’s affection without his choice or 
consent, let alone his pursuit. An even greater threat is the concept that she may use her “craft” to 
force her knight to wed her, reversing the system of traffic in women (detailed in Chapter One) 
upon which the patriarchal law is built. Their supernatural abilities here give these women what 
seems to be perceived as an unfair advantage in the game of courtly love, even if that advantage 
is really only a reversal of roles—the threat of magic exchanged for the threat of violence, 
particularly sexual violence, which underlies any “courtly love” or “damsel in distress” 
scenario.
37
 In this reversal, it is the knights who become homines sacri, outside the court and 
vulnerable to physical or political death and the revocation of bodily sovereignty at the hands of 
an enchantress. 
                                                 
35
 Some, such as Molly Martin, would argue that the traditional “courtly love” dynamic in romance already presents 
a gender role reversal in that “the male is caught in his gaze upon the woman. This captivity restrains masculine 
performance while the gaze on the lover persists. Courtly love implicitly complicates masculine standing by drawing 
sightlines from the female image to the viewing male lover and encoding reactions that are not concomitant with 
broader ... understandings of masculinity.” Vision and Gender in Malory’s Morte Darthur (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 
2010), 5. This is only true, though, in so far as the male lover wishes to enact the “prisoner” role, which he may 
break out of at any time through marriage or through violence. He is the one who initiates the gaze, and therefore, 
even as it affects him and his behavior, he retains the ability to break it. 
36
 Kieckhefer, “Erotic Magic,” 31, 30. 
37
Dorsey Armstrong and Catherine Batt each point out a different aspect of this problem. In Gender and the 
Chivalric Community, Armstrong highlights how masculine identity is formed around the vulnerability of women to 
rape: “Even as the Pentecostal Oath offers explicit protection to women in the ladies clause, it also simultaneously 
and deliberately constructs them as ‘feminine’ in the chivalric sense—helpless, needy, rape-able. The threat of 
sexual violence—and the need to protect women from it—provides knight after knight with the opportunity to test 
and prove his prowess and knightly identity” (36). Batt additionally points out that there is no equivalent threat for 
men: “women are rapeable, men risk defeat in battle.” “Malory and Rape,” Arthuriana 7, no. 3 (1997): 90. I argue, 
however, that the closest equivalent to rape for the knight errant is his vulnerability to the sorceress, who has the 
potential to negate the free will he is accustomed to yield. 
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 In spite of the anxiety within the text about the disruptive and manipulative power of 
erotic magic, usually the enchantresses who actually do attempt to manipulate the emotions and 
desire of the knights they encounter do not simply cast love spells to achieve their ends.
38
 The 
only exception is Queen Isolde, who concocts the love potion that Tristram and Isolde drink by 
mistake. In all other cases, the enchantress puts her supernatural powers to use in entrapping the 
knight, but leaves the knight at liberty to adjust his feelings accordingly—just as a knight cannot 
actually change a lady’s feelings through force of arms, a lady cannot achieve the same through 
magic. In each of these cases, the knight is put into the position of the pursued rather than the 
pursuer. This can be initially explicated through two examples. First, the lady who loved King 
Meliodas “be enchauntemente ... made hym chace an harte by hymself alone tyll that he com to 
an olde castell” where she takes him prisoner (371). In the Meliodas episode, the enchantress 
takes advantage of the hunting motif, transforming Meliodas from the hunter—a pastime often 
equated with the pursuit of the lady in romance—into the hunted, as she uses her enchantment to 
lure him into her captivity. The resemblance of the courtly love game to the hunt is highlighted 
here as the hunter becomes the hunted. Arthur’s captivity by the sorceress Aunowre also reverses 
the hunting motif;
39
 the enchantress “by fayre promyses and fayre behestis made kyng Arthure to 
ryde with her into that foreyste Perelous” (490), but when she brings him to her tower and asks 
for his sexual favors, he “remembird hym of hy[s] lady and wolde nat for no crauffte that she 
cowde do” (490). In this case, Aunowre lures Arthur away apparently by non-supernatural 
means, but the word “crauffte” indicates that she uses her magic in her attempts to seduce him. 
                                                 
38
This prevailing literary trend is corroborated by Richard Kieckhefer in “Erotic Magic”: “If the magicians’ writings 
and the judicial record alike suggest that love can be manipulated more or less straightforwardly by magic, it is 
literature that sets the record straight by showing love as an independent force, overcome at times by magic, but also 
overcoming it—and even when magic succeeds, its power is seldom quite within the control of the user” (47).  
39
This is one of the few episodes in this section in which Arthur is featured prominently, and it is significant that he 
is not at his court, but in the forest, isolated from his seat of sovereignty and from his supporters. His position here is 
the same as any questing knight’s would be. 
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Although this description is vague, Arthur’s conscious ability to refuse implies that Aunowre’s 
“crauffte” does not directly affect his emotions, though; instead, she supernaturally enhances her 
powers of persuading him to do her will. Again, the enchantress is put in the position of the 
pursuer, asking for “merci.” The knight is given the power to refuse, but this does not guarantee 
his freedom. Arthur is confronted with violence when he refuses the lady’s advances, and 
Meliodas’s wife is supernaturally made to die in childbirth when he does the same. This mirrors 
the threat of violence which lies behind the courtly lover’s pleas to his lady, only instead of that 
violence taking the form of rape, as it often does when said courtly lover is refused, it is 
murder.
40
 Alternatively, Meliodas’s wife is killed just as a knight might kill his rival for a lady’s 
hand. In each of these cases, the enchantress’s power serves only to enhance her tactics of sexual 
pursuit, persuasion, and vengeance—aspects of the romance dynamic which are typically the 
domain of the knight. The enchantress’s supernatural ability takes the place of the knight’s 
physical strength and political power to give her the advantage, but that reversal of gender roles 
outside of Arthur’s realm builds up the sense that these women are monstrous in their disruption 
of the patriarchal order, in using their magic not only to attempt to take on masculine gender 
roles, but to satiate their own desire. There is no chance of an alternate female sovereignty here; 
when these women temporariliy deprive knights of political life, they do so as monsters, 
motivated by lust, rather than as supernatural sovereigns motivated by the preservation of 
sovereignty. 
 Out of all the knights whose physical and political lives are threatened by enchantresses 
in the nebulous realm of the Forest of Adventure, the one most susceptible to being targeted by 
                                                 
40
The tactics of these sorceresses can tend to resemble the worst conduct of knights errant, such as Bruce Sans Pité, 
who are recognized as villains. Armstrong points out in Gender and the Chivalric Community that, while the 
Pentecostal Oath commands knights of the Round Table “never to do outerage nothir mourthir, and allwayes to fle 
treson,” and “never to enforce [women] uppon payne of dethe” (97.28-29, 33), women have no similar code of 
conduct to bind them (81). 
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these ladies is, fittingly, the epitome of the chivalric system they seek to upend. Lancelot
41
 is met 
again and again by sorceresses, and his reaction to the vulnerability and threatened loss of 
political life they impose upon him exposes through gender role reversal the cruel nature of the 
inclusive exclusion of women, biological life without political life, at court while simultaneously 
insisting that these women, the ones attacking him, are appalling. The most innocuous of these 
sorceresses, in that she is not at all successful in her attempts, is Hallewes. Hallewes the 
Sorceress lures Launcelot, whom she has loved for seven years, to the Chapel Perilous through a 
convoluted trail of wounded knights. The text indicates that she has supernaturally built and 
furnished the chapel with “thirty grete knyghtes, more by a yerde than any man that ever he had 
sene” (280) who intimidate Launcelot. When she actually confronts him, though, she offers him 
a choice: 
 “Sir Launcelot, leve that swerde behynde the, other thou wolt dye for hit.” 
 “I leve hit not,” seyde sir Launcelot, “for no thretyng.” 
 “No,” seyde she, “and thou dyddyste leve that swerde quene Gwenyvere sholde thou 
 never se.” 
 “Than were I a foole and I wolde leve this swerde.” 
 “Now, jantyll knyghte,” seyde the damesel, “I requyre the to kysse me but onys.” 
 “Nay,” seyde sir Launcelot, “that God me forbede.” 
 “Well, sir,” seyde she, “and thou haddyst kyssed me thy lyff dayes had be done” (281). 
Hallewes’s goal is to either convince Lancelot to leave Guinevere for her or to cause his death 
and afterward to preserve his body as an object of veneration.
42
 The mechanics of this are 
                                                 
41
“The Lancelot-Guinevere relationship is unspeakable, beyond the terms of the narrative’s and the hero’s language, 
but at the same time the narrative is predicated upon it, so it is fitting that desire for Lancelot, and for knowledge of 
what and who Lancelot is, should manifest itself as a transgressive desire for his body, one that also upsets the terms 
of the Pentecostal Oath.” See: Batt, “Malory and Rape,” 91. 
42
Both Catherine Batt in Malory’s Morte Darthur: Remaking Arthurian Tradition (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2002),  (91) and Janet Knepper in “A Bad Girl Will Love You to Death: Excessive Love in the Stanzaic Morte 
Arthur and Malory,” in On Arthurian Women: Essays in Memory of Maureen Fries (Dallas: Scriptorium Press, 
2001), (236-37) compare the hypothetically preserved body of Lancelot to a saint’s body or relic, an object of 
pseudo-religious worship, but do not discuss how this reflects the “worship” of the objectified woman and her body 
in courtly love poetry. It is worthwhile to draw this parallel, however, because Hallewes’s sexual and violent threats, 
if they put Lancelot in the position of a saint, put him in the position of a female martyr who must defend her 
chastity—and this defense is not exclusive to hagiography, but exists for the women of romance as well.  
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mysterious, but it seems that the supernatural here is all in the setting of the trap, not in directly 
affecting Lancelot’s emotions.
43
 The goal, though, is to possess Lancelot’s body for sexual 
purposes. Like the lady in a relationship of courtly love, Lancelot has only the power of refusal, 
while the enchantress begs him for physical favors and threatens him when they are not 
forthcoming. Moreover, Hallewes would make Lancelot into merely something to be looked at, 
devoid of any kind of life. Catherine Batt says that “Lancelot experiences something of the 
dehumanizing effect of rape” in this episode
44
 as his life and subjectivity are both threatened. 
Lancelot is the object of the gaze here, valued for his body and his beauty, and his refusal to 
grant them and insistence upon his own romantic and sexual choices make him subject to 
Hallewes’s rage, just as a woman who did the same could be subject to the same whims of a 
knight outside the bonds of the Pentecostal oath. Although Hallewes has her masculine 
counterparts in the excessive masculinity and the savagery of, for example, the Mont-Saint-
Michel giant and Bisclavret in his wolf form, Hallewes is foremost here the epitome of excessive 
feminine desire, and therefore monstrous femininity.
45
 When Lancelot refuses to succumb to 
Hallewes and her tricks, however, he is free to depart, and she is left to die of her excessive 
desire for him. For this reason, Catherine Batt states that “the episode reaffirms normative male 
hegemonic values.”
46
 With Lancelot’s ability to dismiss her, Hallewes’s sexually-based threat 
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 Although, as Knepper points outin “A Bad Girl Will Love You to Death,” “Hellawes cannot control Lancelot’s 
will or desire when he is alive, but dead, he would be all hers” (237). 
44
 Batt, “Malory and Rape,” 91. She goes on to qualify this statement, adding that “Lancelot’s adventure is of course 
very different from male-female rape, in the text or elsewhere, because Lancelot’s assumed moral and social 
integrity together here guarantee his physical wholeness. Perhaps more specifically, his heroic and reflexive 
responses to adventure ... seem to guard him from vulnerability to Hallewes’s power, as though his chivalry 
functioned as some kind of protective grade. The threat to him is ultimately illusory: the frustrated Hallewes quickly 
pines away and dies” (91) . However, Lancelot’s subsequent encounter with Elaine of Astolat and Dame Brusen 
proves that he is not as invulnerable as his chivalric heroism would make him appear. In fact, his status as the 
ultimate chivalric knight make him more of a target for all of the enchantresses who pursue him. 
45
 Indeed, Knepper states in “A Bad Girl Will Love You to Death” that “as is often the case with women in 
Arthurian romance, female agency that is seen as working for its own purposes rather than as a helper or tool for the 
patriarchy is coupled with evil, and with that particularly female evil, excess” (238). 
46
Batt, Remaking Arthurian Tradition, 91. 
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becomes easy for the reader to dismiss as well, and so she fades from the page like the 
enchantresses who actually submit to the rule of Arthur’s court and suffer physical or political 
death. Ultimately, what separates the excess of Hallewes’s female gaze from the destructive male 
gaze of her masculine counterparts is this death from desire itself, a malady that may sicken, but 
does not kill, the knights and masculine agents who, if they die, die in combat. 
 The final instance of Lancelot’s vulnerability to excessive female desire is in the episode 
of Galahad’s mother Elaine and her nurse, Dame Brusen, and this time, it does extend to literal 
rape. Brusen is referred to as “one of the grettyst enchaunters that was that tyme in the worlde” 
(794). The role she takes on in ensuring the conception of Galahad is essentially identical to 
Merlin’s role in ensuring the conception of Arthur—not that of sovereign, but next to 
sovereignty. She uses her enchantments to deceive Lancelot into sleeping with Elaine, knowing 
that this will result in the birth of  “the beste knyght of the worlde” (795), just as Merlin uses his 
enchantments to deceive Igraine into sleeping with Uther, knowing that this will result in the 
birth of Arthur, the once and future king.
47
 Insofar as Galahad, as the knight who achieves the 
Sankgreal, inherits a spiritual sovereignty—indeed, he is said to be a descendant of Joseph of 
Arimathea—in much the same way as Arthur inherits sovereignty over his earthly kingdom, both 
Merlin and Brusen use their supernatural skills to uphold dynastic succession. Moreover, they 
accomplish this task by very similar—and similarly deceptive—means. Like Merlin, Brusen 
relies on her own orchestration of mistaken identities, so that one person is not aware of who his 
romantic partner really is. She tells Elaine’s father, King Pelles, “worche ye be my counceyle, 
and I shall make hym to lye wyth youre doughter, and he shall nat wyte but that he lyeth by 
quene Gwenyver” (794). Just as Merlin, in some versions of the tale, changes Uther’s appearance 
                                                 
47
The parallel between the Lancelot/Elaine and Igrayne/Uther situations is likewise drawn by Heng in “Enchanted 
Ground” (104), Batt in “Malory and Rape,” (90-93), and Hodges in Forging Chivalric Communities (114-115), 
although only Batt draws out the comparison and identifies it as rape. 
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through certain mystical drugs, Brusen drugs Lancelot’s wine, “and anone as he had drunken that 
wyne he was so asoted and madde that he myght make no delay but wythoute ony let he wente to 
bedde. And so he wente that mayden Elayne had bene quene Gwenyver” (795). Although this 
language might lead the reader to believe that something more natural than supernatural has 
occurred, Malory drives home that this is not a mundane event, stating that as soon as Lancelot 
opens the window in the morning, “the enchauntemente was paste. Than he knew hymselff that 
he had done amysse” (795). Beyond this incident, Dame Brusen protects Lancelot during his 
period of madness, using the type of extra knowledge only displayed elsewhere by Merlin and 
Nyneve to warn Sir Bors to look for him and sending him to sleep through enchantment so that 
he does not harm himself or others. In all respects, then, Brusen upholds the dynastic and 
chivalric systems which support sovereignty, and in terms of her role and power, is set up as an 
equal to Merlin. 
  Her treatment in response, however, is far from the trust and respect bestowed on her 
male counterpart as a sovereign or near-sovereign, and indeed, seems to disqualify her from 
sovereign status because of the way her actions are centered on female sexuality and desire. 
While Ygraine “mourned pryvely and held hir pees” (9), Lancelot flies into a rage and nearly 
kills Elaine. In a verdict seemingly shared by the narrative itself, he declares, “her that made thys 
enchauntemente uppon me and betwene you and me, and I may fynde her, that same lady dame 
Brusen shall lose her hede for her wycchecrauftys, for there was never knyght disceyved as I am 
this nyght” (796).While Merlin’s actions in bringing about Arthur’s conception earn him 
commendation, Brusen’s in ensuring Galahad’s conception are soundly condemned. She is 
deceitful, a witch, her actions an abomination—she is not a sovereign, she is a monster. 
Lancelot’s trauma is complete, as he is finally deprived of agency in the conception and birth of 
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his heir and the continuation of a dynastic succession—one in which his bloodline is not given 
precedence, as Galahad’s saintly heritage on his mother’s side is equally if not more important to 
his ultimate destiny and inheritance. Batt draws attention to Lancelot’s denial of his consent in 
Galahad’s conception, citing “the appropriation of Lancelot’s reproductive power in the interests 
of the perpetuation and fulfillment of a chivalric ethos and of the Arthurian narrative” as “a 
crisis-point in the Morte Lancelot’s sense of identity.”
 48
 It is impossible to say the same of 
Igrayne, because in giving birth to Arthur, she is simply doing what is expected and necessary to 
her role as queen.
 
It is impossible to deny that Lancelot’s emotions and agency are given more 
legitimacy than Igrayne’s in Le Morte D’Arthur, and this demonstrates that, as much as the 
female characters of the romance attempt to subvert the patriarchal institution through 
supernatural means, they cannot ultimately be successful. Brusen cannot be placed on the same 
level with Merlin despite the deliberate mirroring of Arthur’s birth story in Galahad’s because 
she belongs to the romance’s flock of “false enchantresses,” despite using her enchantment in 
service of the sovereign order, because it is based on the female body and female pleasure, while 
denying political life to men. Unlike Lyonet and Nyneve (see below), Brusen remains 
romantically—and, more importantly, matrimonially—unattached, and therefore is never fully 
absorbed into the order she subverts. Instead, she remains a threat, both in her supernatural 
power and, as is so frequently the case with these enchantresses, in her sexuality. Although 
Brusen does not seek to gain a lover of her own through enchantment, like the other sorceresses 
of Le Morte D’Arthur, her enchantment is inherently sexualized, a mark of outsized desire in a 
way that Merlin’s enchantments are not. This is most clearly seen when Brusen is not content to 
trick Lancelot into Elaine’s bed once, but repeats the deception a second time—and this time, 
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there is no exceptional heir to be conceived.
49
 Rather, the sole motivating factor seems to be to 
appease Elaine’s desire. Brusen’s actions and Lancelot’s reactions to them highlight the 
disturbing nature of what Merlin does in order to arrange Arthur’s conception, but she alone is 
explicitly condemned in the narrative and associated with the outsized desire stereotypical of 
Arthurian enchantresses.  
 On the other hand, there is an enchantress who uses her supernatural ability exclusively 
to uphold knightly and courtly values, and pays the price for it: the Damsel Savage, Lyonet. 
When Lyonet comes to court demanding a knight to save her sister and, much to her chagrin, is 
assigned the kitchen boy instead, she enacts a reversal of traditional gender roles through her 
verbal hostility.
50
 She earns her “Savage” epithet by boldly confronting Arthur and continuously 
chiding Sir Gareth, actions atypical of the damsel in distress.
51
 In fact, the name would seem to 
imply a certain amount of monstrosity. Her words, however, still achieve the end expected of the 
courtly lady: they encourage her knight to valorous deeds.
52
 When Lyonet goes on to reveal her 
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 In “Malory’s Other(ed) Elaine,” Elizabeth Sklar discusses the tension in Elaine’s character between her status as 
vessel of a savior (and ensurer, through her body, of dynastic succession) and woman possessed of sexual desire, 
some would say in excess. In both cases, she is defined by her female body, but on both the “helpful” and 
“disruptive” ends of the scale. Sklar concludes that Elaine does not fall easily into any stereotypical category 
established for women in romance. On Arthurian Women: Essays in Memory of Maureen Fries, ed. Bonnie Wheeler 
and Fional Tolhurst (Dallas: Scriptorium Press, 2001). 
50
Melanie McGarrahan Gibson particularly highlights the nature of this reversal in “Lyonet, Lunete, and Laudine: 
Carnivalesque Arthurian Women”: “Lyonet violates with apparent impunity the rules that govern her sister’s 
behavior, and she transgresses the boundaries that contain women in her society. She is free to leave the besieged 
castle to find someone to rescue her sister. When she arrives at Arthur’s court, she refuses to identify herself or her 
sister when the king asks the sister’s name, and Arthur becomes angry. This contrasts greatly with his response to 
Gareth when he also refused to give his name upon arrival at court” (214-15); even more specifically, when it comes 
to Lyonet’s speech, “Lyonet enters the story speaking perversely (or more precisely, like the knights in her world 
usually speak)” (215). On Arthurian Women: Essays in Memory of Maureen Fries, ed. Bonnie Wheeler and Fiona 
Tolhurst (Dallas: Scriptorium Press, 2001). 
51
Gibson points out in “Carnivalesque Arthurian Women” the ways in which this challenge to Arthur’s court and 
Lyonet’s “savage” epithet partially echo the Loathly Lady: “Lyonet is called the Savage; she bears this name from 
the beginning of the tale, so she enters as a liminal character, one between two worlds, the lady and the hag” (218). 
She differs from the Loathly Lady in her physical beauty, so her transgressive nature is not signaled by any physical 
monstrosity.  
52
In “Carnivalesque Arthurian Women,” Gibson equates this in itself to a form of sorcery, since it is counter to the 
typical form of knightly encouragement: “Her words have acted as a magical incantation, humiliating Gareth but at 
the same time reviving and renewing him” (216). 
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powers as an enchantress, she again uses that power in service of a patriarchal culture. It is 
significant that she exercises her power in a court—not Arthur’s court, but not the middle of the 
forest, either. She is in a civilized zone. Gareth and Lyonet’s sister, Lyonesse, decide to sleep 
together before they are married, and Lyonet steps in to preserve decorum, conjuring “an armed 
knyght with many lyghtes aboute hym” (333) to attack Gareth while he is in bed with Lyonesse. 
Gareth beheads the knight but is wounded, significantly, in the thigh, preventing him from 
consummating his relationship with Lyonesse. Lyonet then enters the room, “toke up the hede in 
the syght of them all, and anoynted hit with an oyntemente thereras hit was smyttyn off, and in 
the same wyse he ded to the othir parte thereas the hede stake. And than she sette hit togydirs, 
and hit stake as faste as ever hit ded. And the knyght arose lyghtly up and the damesell Lyonett 
put hym in hir chambir” (334). When, after some time has passed, Gareth and Lyonesse attempt 
their consummation again and are again met with the enchanted knight, Gareth cuts his head into 
tiny pieces and throws the pieces out the window, but Lyonet retrieves them and once more 
pieces the knight back together and reanimates him.  
 Lyonet, like the other enchantresses in the romance section, uses her magical ability to 
interfere in and manipulate the romantic affairs of others; although her means of doing so are 
violent and disturbing to Gareth and her sister, her reasons are noble. The narrative tells us that 
she is acting “for savyng of [Lyonesse’s] worshyp” (333), and after each incident, Lyonet assures 
Gareth that she is working for “your worshyp and us all” (334, 335). Indeed, rather than 
displaying outsized desire or promoting excessive sexuality, Lyonet’s actions preserve the 
system of female chastity and, ultimately, dynastic succession upon which her society is built.
53
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Catherine Batt in Remaking Arthurian Tradition discusses how, again, the supposedly private and domestic 
becomes public and political here: “Lynet collapses public and private to ensure that the notion of sexual desire and 
consummation as private space yields to social control” (99) Gareth and Lyonesse’s sexual relations do not affect 
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Any offspring of Gareth and Lyonesse will be legitimately conceived and born, and thus able to 
inherit. Moreover, the language of “worship” she consistently uses recalls the codes of public 
honor associated with civilization, worthiness, and accordance with the law in Arthur’s court. 
When Gareth has the opportunity to further his worship and that of them all in a tournament, 
Lyonet does not hesitate to heal the wounds she has vicariously inflicted—something which only 
“them that caused the stroke by enchauntemente” (336) could do. Lyonet’s favorable position 
toward knightly society is further displayed when she, like Nyneve, uses her foresight to prevent 
conflict between knights—in her case, Gareth and Gawain. Then, most tellingly, the Tale of Sir 
Gareth concludes not just with Lyonesse’s marriage to Gareth, but Lyonet’s to Gaheris. This 
brings Lyonet into the safe and neutralized “wife” role as part of Arthur’s court, the role 
previously discussed as one of inclusive exclusion, “safely reincorporated back into court 
society; contained within acceptable bounds.”
 54
 Lyonet’s potential threat is thus brought under 
control. Unlike Nyneve’s marriage to Pelleas, which she chooses, this is depicted as a political 
alliance, since the narrative gives us no interaction between the two characters, revealing only 
that “kynge Arthure made sir Gaherys to wedde the damesell Saveage, dame Lyonet” (361). The 
active agent here is not Lyonet—it is Arthur, who arranges the marriage. In the end, Lyonet 
becomes a commodity in the exchange of women, which is the system upon which the law is 
built. Joining the court, she follows the prevailing pattern and is deprived of her political life. 
She does not appear in the narrative after this, as she is no longer free to move about 
independently. Although Lyonet’s methods and her use of enchantment seem to justify her 
                                                                                                                                                             
only them, but rather the larger political situation, and so Lyonet makes sure that they move out of the realm of the 
home and into the public and political realm of the court by exposing and publicly correcting them.  
54
 “This is a moment of social reintegration when everything is reinforced: the Round Table, monogamous marriage, 
love in marriage, families.” See: Gibson, “Carnivalesque Arthurian Women,” 218-20.  
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“Damsel Savage” nickname, her dedication to support of the patriarchal chivalric order extends 
even to a loss of her independence as she becomes subsumed in its system. 
 The women in the romance section of Le Morte D’Arthur live beyond the boundaries of 
Arthur’s society as monsters rather than as rival sovereigns because their ties to the female body 
prevent their supernatural intellects from reaching their full potential in sovereignty. Those who 
are defined by chastity and support of the patriarchal court, like Lyonet, on the other hand, are 
still bound to their bodies, just in a different way. Accordingly, they are neutralized and silenced 
through marriage, at which point they lose their political life. The association between romance 
and courtly love lends some sense to the proliferation of sexually-preoccupied women in the 
Arthurian forest, and the fact that they use their supernatural abilities to reverse the gendered 
roles of courtly love exposes the inherent disadvantage women experience in that system. At the 
same time, the plight of the men like Lancelot who find themselves in these gender-role-reversed 
situations receive far more sympathy from the narrative than women do in every other part. The 
fact that they reverse gender roles in this way is, for the men the encounter, part of what makes 
them particularly threatening and particularly monstrous. 
 
MORGAN LE FAY 
 Morgan le Fay is one of only two characters to appear throughout the entirety of Le 
Morte D’Arthur. In doing so, she demonstrates in her characterization how the threat of a rival 
sovereign in the beginning of Malory’s work can become an oversexed monster by the middle. 
When  Morgan first takes up a role in the foundation of Arthur’s kingdom, it is as a counterpart 
to the Lady of the Lake and Lady Lyle of Avilion. While Lady Lyle never enters Arthur’s court 
and the Lady of the Lake moves from the outside to the inside, Morgan le Fay assumes the most 
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disruptive and threatening role of the enchantresses in the foundational section of Le Morte 
D’Arthur in moving from inside Arthur’s court to the outside.
55
 Morgan gains her supernatural 
power through education; we are told that in her youth she “was put to scole in a nonnery, and 
ther she lerned so moche that she was a grete clerke of nygromancye” (10). This means that her 
magical ability is not inherited as Merlin’s is, and that her own origin is not demonic as Merlin’s 
is. Even her claim to her son that she “was tempted with a fende” (150) seems more like a 
desperate attempt to save her life than the truth.  Nevertheless, the term used for what Morgan 
learns, “nygromancye,” is one of the few terms for supernatural ability used in Le Morte 
D’Arthur exclusively with negative connotations,
56
 so the nature of Morgan’s learned magic is 
immediately established as different from the Lady of the Lake’s. It is an extreme of magic, one 
that is easily associated with the monstrous. What Morgan le Fay does with her supernatural 
ability, however, is very familiar: she, too, seeks to determine and legitimize sovereignty in 
Britain, and like Merlin and the Lady of the Lake, she does so through the means of the 
sovereign sword—Excalibur, the same sword the Lady of the Lake uses as a vehicle to legitimize 
Arthur’s sovereignty, along with its scabbard. Unlike the Ladies previously discussed, however, 
Morgan does not bestow the sword and its accompanying sovereignty, but rather takes it away. 
Arthur initially entrusts Excalibur and its scabbard to Morgan, but she gives them to her lover, 
Accolon, and returns a counterfeit sword and scabbard to Arthur. Her intent is that the false 
sword will fail Arthur and that Accolon, unable to be seriously wounded because of the 
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This move is particularly threatening because it represents a betrayal of the blood ties that are such a significant 
part of creating a coherent civilization and because those ties can never completely be broken. Hebert sums up the 
danger Morgan le Fay presents to Arthur’s court in this way in Morgan le Fay, Shapeshifter: “she is knowledgeable 
about, yet outside the system, a position that provides a clear view of chivalry’s flaws” (69). She knows all the rules 
of Arthur’s civilization, but is no longer bound by them. Armstrong notes in Gender and the Chivalric Community 
that “this renders her uniquely free to operate unencumbered by the ideals and values that inform its particular 
clauses” (63).  
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scabbard, will kill Arthur. Accolon will then become king, and Morgan will be queen. Here the 
sword is again being used to embody and convey sovereignty; in stealing it from Arthur, Morgan 
revokes that sovereignty, acting as a reverse Lady of the Lake for Arthur even more than Lady 
Lyle does. In fact, Morgan uses Excalibur just as Merlin and the Lady of the Lake do: to grant 
sovereignty to a king—but in this case, the king she chooses is Accolon. In taking the sword and 
scabbard from Arthur, Morgan disrupts rather than ensures the continuity of the Pendragon 
dynastic succession. This goes beyond the use of the supernatural to reinforce the legitimacy of 
an existing heir—it creates a new one, and Morgan alone is the person who decides on the 
identity of the heir apparent.  
 Moreover, when she steals the sword from Arthur, she immediately usurps him and, 
although he is unaware of it, his role shifts from that of sovereign to that of sacred life. Not only 
has Morgan determined that he may be killed, he must be killed in order for Accolon to fully 
assume the role of king. In the fight with Accolon, due to Morgan’s deceit and creation of the 
false Excalibur, there is no way for Arthur to win on his own. This places the fight outside the 
law, outside the bounds of a legal duel. It is important to note as well that Accolon, the chosen 
king in Morgan’s scenario, is not the one who determines that Arthur may be sacrificed. He 
claims to be unaware that he is actually fighting Arthur until it is too late, although he had 
previously agreed to carry out the assassination. Dorsey Armstrong agrees: “Although the text 
indicates that Morgan betrays her brother for love of Accolon, the latter’s seeming lack of 
complicity in the deception—at least in the beginning—indicates clearly that Morgan, and only 
Morgan, is the force behind the machinations that have taken place. ... his knowing complicity is 
something she neither wants, needs, or expects.”
57
 Accolon has not chosen Arthur to die at this 
point; Morgan has. Although she has conferred the sovereign’s sword on Accolon, she is the one 
                                                 
57
Armstrong, Gender and the Chivalric Community, 61-62. 
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acting as sovereign here.
58
 Indeed, in this episode, Morgan le Fay is less a dark counterpart to 
Merlin and the Lady of the Lake than to Arthur. She seeks not simply to determine sovereignty, 
but to be sovereign herself. In the context of Le Morte D’Arthur and its sources, Morgan le Fay 
is the daughter of the Duke of Tintagel and Igrayne, Arthur’s mother; she has no hereditary claim 
to the throne. Instead, she uses her magic to disrupt the dynastic succession and set herself up as 
queen, with Accolon as king serving as a secondary ruler and following her command. Morgan’s 
reason for usurping Arthur, as Accolon puts it, is that “kynge Arthur ys the man in the worlde 
that she hatyth moste, because he is moste of worship and of prouesse of ony of hir bloode” 
(146). This indicates that Morgan wants that worship and prowess instead—that she wants to 
take Arthur’s place as sovereign rather than simply assign that place to someone else. 
 When Morgan’s actions are examined in this way, it becomes clear that her attempt to 
murder her husband is not simply so that she can marry Accolon and become queen at his side. 
In order to establish herself in a position of sovereignty, Morgan le Fay must escape from her 
position under the law—and the marriage that epitomizes it—alongside her position as the king’s 
sister. As a noblewoman whose marriage is most likely arranged for the purpose of political 
alliance, Morgan le Fay’s intended role is to ensure the dynastic succession under the law. Her 
marriage represents and epitomizes her status as subject to a patriarchal sovereignty. It is 
therefore necessary for her that, like Albyne of Albion, in addition to arranging her brother’s 
murder, she also attempts to murder her husband.
59
 In conducting her affair with Accolon, she 
has already undermined her intended role in the dynastic succession by threatening its disruption. 
That, however, is not enough, because her marriage still binds her legally. Morgan wishes to kill 
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It could be argued that she attempts to sacrifice Arthur a second time when she personally goes to retake the sword 
from him, but the text doesn’t specifically say that murder is her intention, only that she means to “stele away 
Excalibur” (150). 
59
The weapon she chooses is, appropriately enough, another sword. 
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her husband in order to place herself outside the law, to become sovereign.
60
 When her attempt is 
thwarted by her son, Uwayne, though, he compares her to the sovereign’s counterpart, the 
supernatural figure, the monster: “men seyde that Merlyon was begotyn of a fende, but I may sey 
an erthely fende bare me” (150). This description is an apt one; Morgan’s affair with Accolon 
and attempt to seize the throne are indicative of an outsized desire that, particularly in the female 
character, is associated with the monstrous.
61
 Albyne, too, becomes monstrous once she has 
murdered her husband; in this case, Morgan has taken her quest for sovereignty in the wrong 
direction. Once Morgan has broken the chain of dynastic succession and escaped her position as 
wife in it, but has failed to take her brother’s place as sovereign, the only place for her to exist is 
outside the law as exile—the place of the monster. 
 Morgan le Fay does not succeed in wresting either the sovereignty of Britain or the sword 
that represents it from her brother, Arthur. She manages only to steal the scabbard, the more 
feminine symbol of his protection and healing—she cannot overthrow his rule, she can only 
make it finite.
62
 She can deny her brother the possibility of ever realizing the balanced, non-
patriarchal court the Lady of the Lake envisioned for him, making his court eternally flawed. 
Morgan does not seek to keep the scabbard as she did the sword, however, perhaps because her 
magical abilities render its assistance unnecessary for her or because she cannot ever possess this 
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Rovang says of Morgan in Malory’s Anatomy of Chivalry, “Although arms are outside her province, she can use 
magic to procure their force through others” (157). However, this episode proves that arms are very much within 
Morgan’s province. In fact, Armstrong states in Gender and the Chivalric Community that Morgan here 
“appropriates the most masculine of objects— the sword” to act for herself rather than through a proxy in what is 
“arguably an act of masculine mimicry,” defying the standard in Le Morte D’Arthur of sorceresses using their magic 
in place of arms (64). Both Armstrong and Hebert note that when Morgan is caught, however, she again adopts a 
feminine role, “crying and begging forgiveness in a typically feminine performance” according to Armstrong (64) 
and “appeal[ing] to Uwayne as his mother in order to protect herself” according to Hebert in Morgan le Fay, 
Shapeshifter (71). This demonstrates Morgan’s ability to shift between masculine and feminine performance in a 
manner which Hebert equates to her supernatural ability to shapeshift (72) and which Armstrong calls “the greatest 
threat to the community’s model of gender and social identity” (59). 
61
 In the transition from attempted husband killer to monster, Morgan is again reminiscent of Albyne. 
62
 Rovang calls this “an important but little-noted turning point in the history of the Round Table,” ultimately sealing 
Arthur’s fate. Malory’s Anatomy of Chivalry, 160. 
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ideal sovereignty, either. Instead, she throws it into the lake, so that no one can have it. At this 
point, having left her legal position as Arthur’s sister and Uriens’s wife, Morgan takes on the 
position of the exile, the supernatural figure who lives outside of the civilization established 
under Arthur’s kingship. She leaves Arthur’s court knowing that if she returns, she will be killed: 
“But welle sche wyste, and she abode tylle hir brother Arthure come thydir, there shold no golde 
go for hir lyff. Than she wente unto the quene Gwenyvere and askid hir leve to ryde into hir 
contrey” (150). The fact that no ransom would be accepted for her life indicates that Morgan’s 
death would qualify as a death outside the law, since the typical legal process would not apply. 
Morgan’s status as exile is further cemented by proxy through the exile of her son for her 
misdeeds. Arthur believes that either Uriens or Uwayne may have collaborated with Morgan in 
her schemes, and while he excuses Uriens after Morgan attempts to kill him as well, “‘as for 
your son sir Uwayne, I holde hym syspecte. Therefore I charge you, putt hym oute of my courte.’ 
So sir Uwayne was discharged” (157-58). Uwayne becomes an exile because his blood is tainted, 
according to Arthur, by his already exiled mother.  
 Once Morgan is in exile outside the court, however, she creates an insular sovereignty for 
herself, similar to that previously occupied by the Lady of the Lake. Malory refers to her place of 
retreat as “hir contrey” (150), she has her own troop of men, and with these she sets herself up as 
an equal and a rival to Arthur. Malory tells us that “she departed into the contrey of Gore, and 
there was she rychely receyved, and made hir castels and townys stronge, for allwey she drad 
muche kyng Arthure” (152). Morgan has her own castles and towns to fortify and defend against 
her brother. Moreover, Arthur treats her as a rival sovereign asserting more than once his intent 
to wreak vengeance on her.
63
 He does not carry out his threats, however, and Morgan le Fay 
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 “I [shall] be sore avenged uppon hir, that all Crystendom shall speke of hit” (146); “I shall so be avengid on hir 
and I lyve that all crystendom shall speke of hit” (158).  Dorsey Armstrong points out in Gender and the Chivalric 
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remains as a dark counterpart to Arthur, the exile to his sovereign, and yet sovereign in her own 
right, exercising her political life outside of Arthur’s court and outside of his law. She exists 
there as a both sovereign and homo sacer—ruler of one realm and exiled from another—and a 
reminder of how close the two positions are to one another.
64
 Here, Morgan truly straddles the 
boundary between rival, female sovereign and monster. The romance section, however, tips her 
decidedly toward the latter. 
 Morgan’s next major appearance is in her kidnapping of poor, beleaguered Lancelot, who 
is questing outside of Arthur’s court in romance fashion. Morgan’s role here differs from what it 
is in the first section of Le Morte D’Arthur; once Malory’s focus shifts away from Arthur’s 
sovereignty as king and on to the accomplishments of his individual knights, her focus shifts 
away from establishing and challenging Arthur’s sovereignty toward the manipulation of his 
knights’ emotion and desire. Morgan le Fay continues to challenge her brother, but does so 
primarily through attempts to seduce Lancelot or to expose his affair with Guinevere. Like the 
other enchantresses of this section, she expends her time and power in entrapping knights, 
beginning with Sir Lancelot, when she and three other queens find him sleeping. The three aside 
from Morgan (who identifies herself as the queen of Gore) are the Queen of North Galys, the 
Queen of Estlonde, and the Queen of the Out Isles. While queenship is usually dependent on 
marriage to a king and subsequent removal from political life, however, the four queens here do 
                                                                                                                                                             
Community  that “the discourse of vengeance in romance is rarely, if ever, employed by the masculine in the 
direction of the feminine, and nowhere else in this first book of Malory’s does it approach the force with which we 
see it applied here. Arthur talks as he would of another knight or king who has challenged his authority” (63). This 
only reinforces the reality and the severity of the threat Morgan poses to Arthur’s sovereignty. 
64
Morgan’s blood relationship to Arthur serves as a reminder that the sovereign always holds the potential to become 
the monster. Whether or not her attacks on Arthur and his court constitute a critique of his chivalric society, this in 
itself serves as an implicit critique of Arthur’s rule. 
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not identify their husbands, instead tying themselves to the lands of which they are queens.
65
  
This would seem to indicate sovereignty, but these women do not act like most wives or 
sovereigns (male or female) in Le Morte D’Arthur either, in that they are not tied to those lands, 
but journey through the country having adventures as maidens or knights are prone to do. They 
therefore fit the profile of the errant enchantress, staying out of the court and active in political 
life. Like Hallewes, they are captivated by Lancelot’s attractive, masculine body, and as he 
sleeps he is the passive object of their gaze—a state Hallewes would have killed him to achieve. 
Enchantment is used here in order to keep him asleep until they reach Morgan’s castle, at which 
point Lancelot is ordered, “Now chose one of us, whyche that thou wolte have to thy paramour, 
other ellys to dye in this preson” (257). Again, there is no “love spell” to transform Lancelot’s 
emotions, but his abduction and imprisonment by the enchantresses remove him from the realm 
of political life until he is freed. Abduction is also the most frequent hardship suffered by the 
women on the pages of Le Morte D’Arthur and is presented often as a prelude to rape. In this 
case, though, when Lancelot simply refuses to choose any one of them, the enchantresses can 
only leave in a huff and hold a grudge—which Morgan does for the rest of Le Morte D’Arthur.
66
  
 In fact, while some critics interpret Morgan le Fay’s actions in this section to be 
chastisements to the court for corrupt, unchivalrous, or treasonous behavior,
67
 only once is 
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Armstrong, Gender and the Chivalric Community,  97-98, 100. Armstrong points out that this is particularly 
striking given that Lancelot is referred to as the son of King Ban, further cementing the gender roles in this episode 
and placing Lancelot in a feminized position (100). 
66
Larrington argues in King Arthur’s Enchantresses that Lancelot’s refusal in this episode demonstrates an essential 
difference between men and women in a situation of abduction: “a woman cannot force a man into sex if he is 
unwilling” (59). Again, though, the subsequent episode of Brusen and Elaine, in addition to real-life instances of 
men being raped, demonstrate that this is false. 
67
See Armstrong, Gender and the Chivalric Community, 113; Hebert, Morgan le Fay, Shapeshifter,  69, 87. Hebert 
at one point grants that Morgan is testing Lancelot, but maintains that this test is of his loyalty to Arthur, rather than 
stemming from her own personal grudge against him (84). 
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Morgan’s hostility in this section attributed to her feud with her brother Arthur and his court;
68
 at 
all other points Malory attributes her motivation to a personal desire to be avenged on Lancelot. 
When she sends a drinking horn which will reveal adulterous women to Arthur’s court, it is 
neither to alert the king to the underlying problems in his court nor to humiliate him for his lack 
of awareness, but “because of the queen Gwenyvere and in dispyte of sir Launcelot this horne 
was sente unto kynge Arthure” (430). When she sends Tristram to a tournament bearing a shield 
depicting a knight standing on the heads of a king and queen, it is because  
 quene Morgan loved sir Launcelot beste, and ever she desired hym, and he wolde never 
 love her nor do nothynge at her rekeyste, and therefore she hylde many knyghtes togydir 
 to have takyn hym by strengthe. And bycause that she demed that sir Launcelot loved 
 quene Gwenyver paramour and she hym agayne, therefore dame Morgan ordayned that  
 shylde to put sir Launcelot to a rebuke, to that entente, that kynge Arthure myght 
 undirstonde the love betwene them (555).  
 
There are potential political consequences to these actions, but they are almost incidental for 
Morgan. The exposure of the affair to Arthur is portrayed here not as an end, but as a means by 
which to punish Lancelot. It is therefore removed from its political context and ramifications into 
a petty act of romantic vengeance, a sign of Morgan le Fay’s outsized sexual desire as her 
dominant and defining characteristic, far outweighing her desire for political life and 
sovereignty. 
 In Morgan le Fay, we see how the reversal of the traditionally gendered courtly love roles 
can diminish and trivialize claims to female sovereignty even as it highlights the flaws in 
patriarchy. The threat Morgan poses to Arthur’s realm becomes diminished when its focus shifts 
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 “And kynge Arthure gaff hir this castell by the whyche he hath repented hym sytthyn a thousand tymes, for 
sytthen kynge Arthur and she hath bene at debate and stryff; but this castell coude he never gete nother wynne of hir 
by no maner of engyne. And ever as she myght she made warre on kynge Arthure, and all daungerous knyghtes she 
wytholdyth with her for to dystroy all thos knyghtes that kynge Arthure lovyth” (597). 
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from the sovereign to his knights, from political life to the personal.
69
 When she sets thirty 
knights to capture Sir Lancelot, it is not an attack on Arthur’s sovereignty, but an act of 
vengeance against Lancelot. Later, when Sir Tristram is added to her list of Most Wanted 
knights, his capture only threatens Arthur’s realm in that he is made to carry the shield which 
implies Lancelot and Guinevere’s adultery—which the text specifies as a personal rather than 
political accusation [has political implications, but not for Morgan]. Moreover, while Tristram is 
with Morgan, she is once again depicted as lacking control over her own desire, for “ever the 
quene wolde sete sir Trystram on her one syde, and her paramour on hir other syde, and 
evermore the quene wolde beholde sir Trystram. And thereat thys othir knyght was jeleous” 
(553). Morgan’s outsized sexual desire is also ultimately at the root of her imprisonment of Sir 
Alysaundir as well. As she did with Lancelot, she uses her magical skill to make the knight sleep, 
and goes further in bringing him to the brink of death and then back again, thereby manipulating 
him to do her bidding.
70
 He is, like Lancelot, removed from the court and from political life, and 
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 Critics such as Catherine La Farge and Geraldine Heng point out that the course of political events in the Morte 
are influenced and determined by personal, domestic matters such as adultery and blood feud, with Heng explaining 
in Empire of Magic that “since political and public phenomena, in cultural fantasy, are focused through the lens of 
personal relations, the various crises afflicting knighthood ... are then most movingly expressed in chivalric romance 
as crises of personal relations. Correspondingly, fragmentations in the social body and in social institutions are best 
articulated through individual bodies” (160-161). See also: Catherine LaFarge, “The Hand of the Huntress: 
Repetition and Malory’s Morte Darthur” in New Feminist Discourses: Critical Essays on Theories and Texts, ed. 
Isobel Armstrong (London: Routledge, 1992), 265. However, it is simultaneously true that Le Morte D’Arthur 
maintains a division between the personal and the political so that, for example, Lancelot and Guinevere’s affair 
does not affect the political realm until it ceases to be personal and becomes public instead, with much emphasis 
upon what is publicly, rather than privately known and discussed. Thomas A. Prendergast highlights this when he 
notes that “the Round Table disintegrates because one of Arthur’s knights—Agravayne—transforms what had 
hitherto been a hidden, personal matter into a matter of state ... By forcing the court to become aware of the 
Lancelot-Guenevere relationship, Aggravayne wrests power away from the sovereign; for when he makes the king’s 
personal life a matter of state, he transforms the terms in which the affair is seen—it is no longer private adutery but 
also public treachery.” “The Invisible Spouse: Henry VI, Arthur, and the Fifteenth-Century Subject,” Journal of 
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 32, no. 2 (2002): 312, 315. 
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 It is interesting that, in the course of this, Morgan takes the time to give Alysaundir advice regarding his own 
romantic life. When a lady the knight has rescued suggests that they should be married, “Morgan le Fay wente to sir 
Alysaundir and bade hym in ony wyse that he shulde refuse this lady, ‘and she desyre to wed you; for she is nat for 




his physical wellbeing is threatened, removed and replaced repeatedly.
71
  Her control over him is 
lost, however, when one of her maidens informs him that “ye be a presonere and wors than ye 
wene, for my lady, my cousyn quene Morgan, kepyth you here for none other entente but for to 
do hir plesure whan hit lykyth hir” (643). Morgan shifts from a character who threatens Arthur’s 
sovereignty through her supernatural ability to one who threatens knights with her sexuality, and 
as such, she cannot be taken as seriously by the patriarchal court. 
 The contrast between Morgan’s role early in Le Morte D’Arthur and in this section is 
highlighted in comparing the roles of her doomed lovers. Sir Accolon, the first of her lovers 
mentioned by Malory, serves as a tool through whom Morgan can attack and attempt to usurp 
Arthur, and he dies in the attempt. Sir Hemyson, the lover mentioned in the Tristram episode for 
his jealousy, dies in an attack on Sir Tristram—an attack that is motivated by a mistaken desire 
for romantic vengeance and that he undertakes of his own agency, refusing to heed Morgan’s 
warnings. Her lack of control over her knight and the personal nature of the attack are indicative 
of the larger shift in Morgan’s role. The enchantress’s final mention in this section comes in the 
introduction of Elaine, the mother of Galahad. When Lancelot arrives on the scene, he discovers 
that “by enchauntemente quene Morgan le Fay and the quene of North Galys had put her there in 
that paynes, bycause she was called the fayryst lady of that contrey” (792). This is the ultimate in 
petty, personal rivalry—Morgan tortures Elaine, who holds no sovereign power, simply because 
she is called the fairest. It is clear in this section, furthermore, that those who do hold sovereign 
power do not take Morgan seriously precisely because her hostility is motivated by personal 
pettiness and outsized desire. When she sends the drinking horn, which could be the undoing of 
Arthur’s court, “the barowns gardred them togedyrs and seyde playnly they wolde nat have tho 
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Hebert reminds us in Morgan le Fay, Shapeshifter  that “permanent illness” is “one of the knights’ darkest fears” 
precisely because of the removal from political life it entails: “being ill is like being unhorsed: a knight’s identity is 
erased if he cannot do knightly deeds” (87). 
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ladyes brente for an horne made by sorsery that cam ‘frome the false sorseres and wycche most 
that is now lyvyng’. For that horne dud never good, but caused stryff and bate, and allway in her 
dayes she was an enemy to all trew lovers” (430). Any effectiveness she might have had in 
undermining Arthur’s sovereignty is undone by her reputation as one who is “an enemy to all 
trew lovers,” who acts merely as the spurned lover out for revenge, and she is simply dismissed. 
 
NYNEVE 
 Of all the supernatural women involved in the establishment of Arthur’s sovereignty, 
only one is able to move freely in and out of the court, retaining her political life because she 
does not fully become a part of it as her nominal predecessor, the Lady of the Lake, does. As a 
foundational figure, Nyneve helps define the boundaries that divide the inside of Arthur’s court 
from the wilderness outside, the former marked as masculine, the latter as largely feminine. 
However, she is not herself confined by those boundaries and is able to cross back and forth at 
will throughout Le Morte D’Arthur. If Morgan le Fay exists to attempt the usurpation of Arthur’s 
sovereignty, Nyneve, like the Lady of the Lake who originally grants Arthur his sword and his 
sovereignty, exists to support and legitimize it—and accordingly she is the one who returns 
Excalibur and the sovereignty it represents to Arthur when Morgan has stolen them. Later 
designated the Chief Lady of the Lake, Nyneve appears first in Le Morte D’Arthur during the 
celebrations of Arthur’s marriage to Guinevere, complaining of her white brachet being stolen by 
a knight, and subsequently being borne off herself by a separate knight. In her debut, Nyneve is 
in a traditionally feminine role as the goal of a quest; Arthur sends Pellynor to rescue her and 
bring her back to court when Merlin advises him to do so. In the course of this episode, Nyneve 
proves herself to be both brave and wise, despite Arthur’s initial complaint that she made too 
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much noise in being abducted—she advises Pellynor not to continue on their journey at night, 
when “ye may as well ryde backwarde as forewarde, hit ys so durke” (118) and, when they find a 
couple lying dead after Pellynor had previously refused to help the lady, Nyneve again advises 
him to let the knight be buried at a hermitage and carry the lady’s head to Arthur. Pellynor 
follows her guidance both times, and both times it proves to be prudent, showing Nyneve to 
possess, in Sue Ellen Holbrook’s words, “an unshrinking and practical nature with the capacity 
to direct action.”
72
At this point, Nyneve shows potential, but she is not yet possessed of either 
supernatural or sovereign qualities.
73
 These come when she entraps Merlin under a stone and 
assumes his place and role in Arthur’s court.  
 Nyneve’s betrayal of Merlin is, on the surface, a malevolent act and a great disservice to 
Arthur and his court. When Merlin informs Arthur of his impending fate, he even tells him, “And 
yett had ye levir than all youre londis have me agayne” (125). Merlin has been a continual force 
of legitimation and support for Arthur as he establishes his reign and his sovereignty in Britain.
74
 
Malory also, however, presents Nyneve’s viewpoint as sympathetic. Once Merlin becomes 
infatuated with her, he “wolde nat lette her have no reste, but allwayes he wolde be wyth her. 
And ever she made Merlion good chere tylle sche had lerned of hym all maner of thynge that 
sche desyred” (125). While Nyneve’s extraction of magical knowledge from Merlin may seem 
callous and manipulative, it quickly becomes clear that Merlin is also far from innocent. Not 
only would he “have had hir prevayly away by his subtyle crauftes” (125), but “allwayes he lay 
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aboute to have hir maydynhode, and she was ever passynge wery of hym and wolde have bene 
delyverde of hym” (126). Nyneve is presented as a virtuous maiden under threat from a figure 
capable of harming her not only physically but magically—and spiritually.
75
 In medieval texts—
particularly in hagiography and religious texts, but with thematic echoes in romance and 
historical writing as well—as Sarah Salih describes, “women’s piety, and perhaps all of women’s 
experience, is governed by the dualistic association of women with the body or flesh, and men 
with the spirit. ... [Women are] nature to men’s culture.”
76
 This is an association we have seen 
repeatedly manifested in the chronicle tradition as the reason that female supernatural figures 
could never attain parity with Merlin, the epitome of intellectual spirit and culture. In 
maintaining her virginity, though, Nyneve defies that categorization and ultimately sets herself 
up to be Merlin’s successor at court; albeit without martyrdom, she is comparable to the virgin 
martyrs “who, through the practice of virginity, successfully redefine their bodies and identities 
as not feminine but virgin,” with a “chaste body, enclosed and corrected of its grotesqueness.”
 77
 
This enables Nyneve to transcend female stereotypes of corporeality to attain the same level of 
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intellectual spirit Merlin has.
78
 Not only does Nyneve’s virginity signify her religious purity, 
therefore, but also her potential as a being with political life.
79
  
 Nyneve must therefore protect her virginity for a multitude of reasons, but Malory gives 
her an additional one when he references his source material in stating that “she was aferde of 
[Merlin] for cause he was a devyls son” (126). Merlin’s monstrous hybridity is called upon here 
abruptly—there are no prior references in Le Morte D’Arthur to Merlin’s demonic parentage—
and aptly, as it complements the monstrosity of his behavior toward Nyneve. Suddenly, the 
monstrous heritage Merlin has used only in service of Britain’s sovereigns and the Pendragon 
dynastic succession threatens to spill over into rape and abduction of a maiden, the type of 
behavior in violation of the Pentecostal oath, typically associated with the physically, rather than 
intellectually monstrous. In fact, Nyneve’s virginity and Merlin’s latent monstrosity cancel out 
their traditionally masculine and feminine roles as corporeal, feminine monster and intellectual, 
spiritual sovereign; it is Merlin who is consumed by the outsized carnal desire of the body, and 
Nyneve who fends him off with her intelligence (or guile) and her magic. The text literally 
demonizes Merlin at this crucial point, justifying Nyneve’s fear and her subsequent action of 
tricking Merlin into going under the stone “by hir subtyle worchyng” (126) and trapping him 
there. Once he reverts back to the physically rather than intellectually monstrous, his fate 
accordingly matches that of his gigantic kin: rendered homo sacer and able to be killed, he 
becomes part of the land itself. 
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 Merlin’s character is further maligned in the contrast between Nyneve’s magic and his 
own. When Malory reminds the reader that Merlin is a devil’s son, he tacitly points out that 
Nyneve is not. While Merlin’s magic is an inheritance from his demonic father, Nyneve’s is 
taught. Like Morgan, she learns her “subtle crafts,” and therefore has no demonic taint to her 
character.
80
 What Anne Berthelot says of Nyneve in the Vulgate Lancelot  is equally true in Le 
Morte D’Arthur:  
By making the beautiful and virtuous damsel the gifted pupil of the prophet-enchanter, 
the text achieves two goals: on the one hand, it demonstrates the scientific nature of the 
future Lady of the Lake’s knowledge; on the other hand, it displaces the blemish of a 
supernatural origin from the damsel to her would-be lover: Merlin is the devil’s son, but 




Nyneve therefore inherits Merlin’s abilities without his lurking monstrosity, although it could be 
argued that, in the mind of the medieval reader, her femininity poses as much of a latent risk of 
excessive desire and physicality as Merlin’s monstrosity does, or alternately that her virginity 
renders her monstrous in her defiance of gender categories.
82
 Nevertheless, her Otherness is not 
demonic, and this gives her a moral advantage over Merlin in her capacity as royal prophet and 
advisor.  
 After removing Merlin from Arthur’s court, Nyneve takes his place, assisting Arthur with 
her supernatural abilities as Merlin had done before her. In this first section of the Morte, Nyneve 
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steps in twice to save Arthur’s life from the machinations of his half sister, Morgan le Fay—and 
once to save and return the signifier of his rightful sovereignty, the sword Excalibur. In doing so, 
Nyneve demonstrates that she has inherited not only the Lady of the Lake’s legitimating function 
but both aspects of Merlin’s power: foreknowledge and enchantment. Just as Merlin had done,
83
 
she uses these abilities to protect Arthur and his court. In a way, through her role as simultaneous 
legitimator and protector, Nyneve unites the two instigators of Arthur’s initial legitimation: 
Merlin’s masculine sword in the stone and the Lady of the Lake’s feminine scabbard. She comes 
to save Arthur from assassination by Sir Accolon because “she knew how Morgan le Fay had 
ordayned for Arthur should have bene slayne that day, and therefore she com to save his lyff” 
(142), and she also seems to know without being told that the mantle later sent by Morgan to 
Arthur is poisoned and warns him against it. Additionally, Malory specifies that Nyneve causes 
Accolon to drop his sword “by the damesels inchauntemente” (144), and her spell keeping 
Merlin under the rock is so effective that not only does she best the great enchanter himself, but 
“he myght never be holpyn but by her that put hym there” (132). In performing these feats, we 
see Nyneve exercising her judgment and intellect—Hodges points out that Malory alters his 
source to show that Nyneve takes time to judge the worthiness of the combatants before 
intervening in the fight between Arthur and Accolon, for example.
84
 Moreover, in doing so, 
Nyneve, like Merlin, exercises her own sovereign power in deciding who may be killed. This is 
the sovereignty granted by a supernatural nature and knowledge beyond the ordinary. Nyneve is 
Merlin’s equal as well in her ability to simply advise, as she does with Pellynor and later in 
convincing Arthur to have the damsel who brings him the poisoned mantle try it on before he 
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does so himself. Nyneve, like the Lady of the Lake before her, is set up as parallel and equal to 
Merlin in Le Morte D’Arthur.  
 Malory’s two Ladies of the Lake come from his Vulgate source material and are 
distinguished as two separate characters. Their titles, though, connect them—Nyneve is only 
referred to as the Chief Lady of the Lake after the original Lady has died and after Merlin is 
gone. There is nothing in Le Morte D’Arthur  to indicate that Nyneve and her predecessor ever 
meet, their roles are entirely different, and there is no reason why Nyneve should be designated 
Lady of the Lake except to indicate to the reader that the two characters share a link, an aspect of 
identity. Nyneve inherits the Lady of the Lake’s place just as she inherits Merlin’s: she herself is 
the sword and scabbard in one. The two women complement each other in how they serve to 
parallel the different aspects of Merlin’s character in Le Morte D’Arthur. First, Merlin’s use of 
his supernatural ability to legitimize Arthur’s rule is mirrored by the first Lady of the Lake, and 
later, his roles of prophet, enchanter, and advisor are taken on by Nyneve as she reaffirms the 
first Lady’s act of legitimation. Together, the two Ladies are equal or superior to Merlin in all of 
his supernatural roles. The first Lady of the Lake loses her power and her life when she enters 
into Arthur’s court and is killed. Nyneve, on the other hand, seems never to be fully part of the 
court. Just as Merlin does in the chronicle tradition, Nyneve comes and goes from the court, 
showing up when her foresight tells her it would be most beneficent to do so—for example, 
when Arthur needs rescuing from Accolon. She is at the court again when Morgan sends Arthur 
the poisoned mantle, but the remainder of Le Morte D’Arthur shows that she does not remain 
there; she is frequently in the forest, assisting questing knights, for example. This ability to cross 
in and out of the court means that she does not become another woman subject to the court’s 
inclusive exclusion and instead retains her political life. Like Morgan and the Lady Lyle, she 
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retains qualities of both sovereign and exile, but unlike them, she does not have to remain outside 
the court to preserve this precariously balanced state. This is partly because, at least during the 
establishment of Arthur’s realm, her status as maiden allows her to move in a state of personal 
autonomy, without being bound to one location by wedlock or sovereign rule.
85
 It is also 
because, since she does not possess a sovereign realm to rival Arthur’s at this stage, she can 
support instead of compete with him.
86
 In this respect, she is more like Merlin than like either 
female antagonist.
87
 Nyneve’s position, like Merlin’s, is next to the sovereign, although not 
subject to him. Like Merlin, she is somewhere between the states of exile and the state of 
sovereignty, partly in a position of authority over Arthur’s court and partly outside of it. This 
dynamic is carried over and complicated in the second and more romance-derived section of Le 
Morte D’Arthur, in which Nyneve continues to strike a balance between service to Arthur’s court 
and independent action. 
 In the romance section, Nyneve, like Morgan, takes it upon herself to dabble in romantic 
affairs. Perhaps the most interesting example of the role reversal used by enchantresses in order 
to upset patriarchal systems in this section is the episode in which Nyneve (who, prior to her 
imprisonment of Merlin—in which she initially filled the traditional role of the pursued rather 
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than the pursuer—preventing him from using his own enchantment to manipulate her into 
sleeping with him
88
) seizes control of the episode of Pelleas and Ettarde. Pelleas, lovesick for 
and repeatedly rebuffed by the Lady Ettarde, resigns himself never to rise from his bed until he is 
dead. One of his knights encounters Nyneve in the forest, and she resolves to rectify the 
situation. She is impressed by what she hears of Pelleas, and even more by what she sees when 
she is brought before him: “she thought she sawe never so lykly a knyght” (171). Her first course 
of action, however, does not seem to be to use enchantment to affect Pelleas’s emotions and shift 
them from Ettarde to herself; rather, “she threw an enchauntemente upon hym, and he fell on 
slepe” (171). She then goes to Ettarde, upbraids her, and “threw such an inchauntemente uppon 
hir that she loved hym so sore that well-nyghe she was nere oute of hir mynde” (171). Here we 
do see direct manipulation of emotion, but it is not the knight who is affected. Instead, Nyneve 
transforms Ettarde into the pursuer, and when Pelleas awakes, he possesses what was previously 
the lady’s only recourse: the power of refusal, which he does not hesitate to exercise. Pelleas 
takes Ettarde’s place as the cruel fair who will not relent, and Ettarde takes Pelleas’s place, dying 
of a broken heart shortly thereafter. It is not clear how much influence Nyneve has on Pelleas’s 
feelings; the text never mentions her “throwing an enchantment” upon him beyond the one which 
sends him to sleep, but when Pelleas thanks God for his change of heart, she does reply, “Thanke 
me therefore” (172). Regardless, Malory gives little indication that Nyneve has used 
enchantment to make Pelleas fall in love with her; he simply accepts her love when she offers it. 
In effect, Nyneve is given the opportunity to choose her own husband. What’s more, her gaze 
and desire feature prominently in the episode. According to Kenneth Hodges, Nyneve uses her 
supernatural ability to take on the role of a chivalric knight in the Pelleas episode—following the 
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defeat of the enchanter, and the rescue of the king, she defeats a romantic rival, courts her chosen 
beloved, marries him, and enjoys a “triumphant return to court.”
89
 In all respects other than the 
replacement of arms with magic, Nyneve plays the traditionally masculine role in this episode. It 
is another example of the gender role reversals instigated by the enchantresses in the forest, but it 
also reflects that Nyneve is inheritor of Merlin’s place, perhaps including his sanctioned 
masculinity. 
 Nyneve’s transformation of Pelleas from the pursuer into the pursued, however, does not 
subvert the patriarchal culture to the extent that the acts of the more malevolent sorceresses do, 
because it involves the negation of Ettarde’s power of refusal. Ettarde is put in the traditionally 
masculine position of the pursuer, but she is refused the choice of whom she will pursue, and 
without any power of enchantment of her own, she cannot be triumphant in her pursuit.
90
 Denied 
also the power to pursue anyone else, Ettarde can only, like Hallewes, waste away and die. 
Nyneve’s justification for manipulating Ettarde’s emotions is that Pelleas—unlike Merlin, the 
devil’s son—is “suche a valyaunte knight” (171), and therefore deserving of his lady’s love. She 
even refers to Ettarde’s change of heart as “the ryghteuouse jugemente of God” (171), lending 
her actions divine origin and divine support.
91
 Ultimately, Nyneve’s use of enchantment in 
romantic manipulation is unlike Morgan’s in that it supports the system of knighthood, which is 
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built on rewarding valorous knights, to the exclusion of the women around them.
92
 Pelleas’s 
masculine role is destabilized, but he is nevertheless rewarded with a faithful female lover. 
Throughout Le Morte D’Arthur, Malory continues to remind the reader that Nyneve “wedded the 
good knyght sir Pelleas,” an act that brings her somewhat into the norms of the court, and that 
“ever she ded grete goodnes unto kynge Arthure and to all hys knyghtes thorow her sorsery and 
enchauntementes” (1059).
93
 Nyneve’s main role in this section and in Le Morte D’Arthur overall 
is to continue in the role she took over from Merlin, supporting and upholding the chivalric and 
male-centered system of Arthur’s court, as demonstrated in her use of foresight to enable 
Arthur’s rescue from Aunowre and to prevent various knights, including Sir Pelleas, from 
jousting with Sir Launcelot.
94
 At the same time, though, Nyneve is never a fixture of Arthur’s 
court; despite her marriage, she continues to move autonomously throughout the landscape of Le 
Morte D’Arthur. In doing so, she demonstrates, as Kaufman puts it, “the freedom  both to be the 
law and to break it.”
95
 While retaining her own political life, she does not deprive Pelleas of his. 
She is unique in this ability to cross the borders she has helped establish, perhaps because of the 
dual masculine and feminine roles she inherits. 
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 This dual role ensures that, even in the romance-inspired sections of Le Morte D’Arthur, 
Nyneve does not solely intervene in the romantic lives of the knights; rather, she continues to 
enact her sword-and-scabbard roles of legitimation and protection throughout the work. In 
addition to Pelleas, Nyneve also safeguards other of Arthur’s knights, including Lancelot, as she 
warns both Ser Severause le Brewse and her husband Pelleas not to fight him. At the same time, 
she does not cease in the romance section to support Arthur and Guinevere, re-entering court to 
intervene in the affair of the poisoned apple, appearing just in time to clear the queen’s name. In 
doing so, she temporarily stalls the accusations of treason against the queen and upholds the 
marriage at the heart of Arthur’s sovereignty, the disruption of which would destabilize the 
whole realm. Constant reminders underscore Nyneve’s support of Arthur’s sovereignty and its 
courtly/juridical systems here: in three of her last four appearances in Le Morte D’Arthur, 
Malory reminds us that Nyneve is respectably and happily married to Sir Pelleas,
96
 and in two of 
them that she also is a great help to King Arthur.
97
 It is as though Malory wants to mitigate the 
potential threat posed by the increasing level of sovereignty she possesses both inside and 
outside Arthur’s court, as it is in this section that she is finally identified as “chyff lady of the 
laake” (928.11).
98
 Although Nyneve continues to support Arthur’s realm, she also continues to 
be an agent outside of it—until the Round Table dissolves altogether. 
 
THE PROMISE OF AVALON AND CONCLUSION 
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 At the end of Le Morte D’Arthur, the promise of a female sovereignty outside of Arthur’s 
court returns, and it becomes the king’s only chance of healing from his grievous wound.  When 
Arthur is taken to Avalon near the end of Le Morte D’Arthur, the four women present in the 
barge that comes for the wounded king are the most prominent female supernatural figures from 
throughout Le Morte D’Arthur: Morgan le Fay and the Queen of Northgalis have been Arthur’s 
antagonists. Nyneve and the Queen of the Waste Lands—the title given by Percival’s aunt, the 
prophetic recluse of the Sankgreal quest—on the other hand, are the two most prominent positive 
supernatural women in the romance. Altogether, they span the entire length of Le Morte 
D’Arthur and represent the triumphs of Arthur’s court and also its biggest challenges and 
shortcomings, both religious and secular. Arthur has renounced his sovereignty by casting away 
his patriarchal sword, and these four women arrive to take him to the feminine realm of healing. 
He submits to their sovereignty outside his own law, and these four women arrive to take him 
into their realm, removing him (at least for a time) from political life. Just as the scabbard 
Morgan cast away was both a feminine object and an object of protection and healing, the female 
sovereignty of Avalon offers Arthur protection and healing, and he appears to know it; the king 
tells Bedyvere that “I wyll into the vale of Avylyon to hele me of my grevous wounde” (1241). 
Le Morte D’Arthur could be interpreted as ending with Arthur, his patriarchal court destroyed, 
accepting female sovereignty at last. 
 In the very next sentence, however, he casts doubt on the ultimate success of this venture, 
adding, “And if thou here nevermore of me, pray for my soule!” (1241). The scene then closes 
on an ominous note, as the narrator tells us, “But ever the quene and the ladyes wepte and 
skryked, that hit was pité to hyre” (1241). The four ladies do not seem to have faith in their own 
abilities in this case, and do not hold out much hope for Arthur’s healing. When last we see 
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them, they are mourning as though he is already dead. These doubts are all seemingly confirmed 
when Bedyvere comes upon what is apparently Arthur’s tomb, where the ladies brought him to 
be interred. Malory concludes the episode with a mixed message: 
 Now more of the dethe of kynge Arthur coud I never fynde, but that thes ladyes brought 
 hym to hys grave, and such one was entyred there whych [the] ermyte bare wytnes that 
 sometyme was Bysshop of Caunterbyry. But yet the ermyte knew nat in sertayne that he 
 was veryly the body of [kyn]ge Arthur. 
  For thys tale sir Bedwere, a knyght of the Table Ro[un]de, made hit to be wrytten; 
 yet som men say in many p[art]ys of Inglonde that kynge Arthure ys nat dede, but h[ad] 
 by the wyll of Oure Lorde Jesu unto another place; and me say that he shall com agayne, 
 and he shall wynne the Holy Crosse. Yet I woll nat say that hit shall be so, but rather I 
 wolde sey: here in thys worlde he chaunged hys lyff (1242). 
 
Arthur is dead and buried, but his body is not positively identified; some say that he is alive and 
will come again, but Malory won’t say so. Ultimately, this ambiguous ending for Arthur casts 
doubt on the power of the four most powerful supernatural women in the entire romance and on 
the power and efficacy of female sovereignty as an appropriate counter to patriarch. If Arthur is 
dead, they have failed in the most important role of the supernatural figure and of the woman in a 
realm like Arthur’s: safeguarding the sovereign and his dynastic succession, ensuring the 
continuity of sovereignty. If they have succeeded and Arthur does return, however, Malory gives 
more of the credit for this miracle to Arthur and to Jesus than to his healers. Arthur, he says, is 
“had by the wyll of Oure Lorde Jesu unto another place,” and “he shall com agayne, and he shall 
wynne the Holy Crosse” (1242) [emphasis mine]. The supernatural women who have populated 
Le Morte D’Arthur disappear from the narrative along with Arthur’s body and his sovereignty. 
Sovereign and homo sacer cannot exist without one another, and although the boundaries 
between those roles become incredibly unclear as the queens bear the king away, what is clear is 
that both roles collapse. In the end, though, while Arthur’s sovereignty may survive, female 





 Morgan, the Queen of Northgalis, the Queen of the Waste Lands, and 
Nyneve are tools to facilitate Arthur’s more impressive supernatural miracle. Perhaps, though, 
his presence in Avalon will create the balanced sovereignty represented by the sword and 
scabbard together. 
 In the opening and concluding sections of Le Morte D’Arthur, Malory introduces the 
possibility of female sovereignty with the aid of the supernatural, only to have the male 
characters dismiss it. In keeping with Agamben’s theory, the supernatural women use their 
abilities to legitimate, protect, and support Arthur’s court, drawing the boundaries that separate 
its civilization from the wilderness outside. When the patriarchal and phallic sword in the stone 
proves insufficient, the Lady of the Lake and Merlin present Arthur with an alternative form of 
sovereignty, represented by the sword Excalibur and its magical scabbard: feminine and 
masculine sovereignty together as essential to a healthy and lasting civilization. This vision is 
rejected, however, with the death of the Lady of the Lake and Morgan le Fay’s removal of the 
scabbard from Arthur’s custody. As the surviving supernatural women build up rival 
sovereignties outside of Arthur’s realm, their dismissal seems like a flaw in the heart of Arthur’s 
court. These women’s threat and the flaw it implies is itself dismissed, however, when the genre 
of Le Morte D’Arthur switches from chronicle to romance. Once the knights begin to leave the 
court and venture across the boundaries separating them from the wilderness, nearly all the 
enchantresses they meet are described as monstrous in their outsized desire, even Morgan le Fay. 
These women, as homines sacri, may be killed in order to reinforce the proper values and gender 
roles of the court. Those who still seek to support the patriarchal order are absorbed into it 
through marriage and have their political life revoked. Only Nyneve does not become trapped by 
                                                 
99
 Larrington in King Arthur’s Enchantresses interprets this as “Morgan and her fellow-enchantresses outliv[ing] the 
Arthurian polity; it is they who preside over its end” (92), but in fact their political life expires as Arthur’s does—
they are all simultaneously removed from the political realm. 
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this system because she is able to cross between civilization and wilderness at will—a quality 
she may inherit from her teacher, Merlin, who goes from homo sacer to sovereign and back 
again. Nyneve crosses between genres and between gender roles, happily married but politically 
active, inside but outside, feminine but masculine. In fact, as the new Chief Lady of the Lake and 
Merlin’s replacement, Nyneve embodies the sovereignty represented by the sword and scabbard 
together: a delicate balance. This balance is reflected in the way the whole of Le Morte D’Arthur 





 The way sovereignty operates in the legends of King Arthur is particularly suited to 
Giorgio Agamben’s model. Agamben’s theory of homo sacer explains a great deal about the 
marginalization of both the supernatural and women in this foundational British myth. Both 
women and the supernatural are essential to the foundation of sovereignty, but both are easily 
able to be killed, either literally or politically. Over the course of this dissertation, I have used 
each chapter as a test of my hypothesized connection between women and the supernatural in 
relation to the sovereign, exploring how the sovereign and homo sacer in both supernatural and 
feminine form interact with one another in complicated ways. In doing so, I have introduced the 
concept that nearly all women in medieval literature, regardless of genre, qualify as homo sacer, 
but in a particularly gendered way, and in each text I have examined in this project, it has proven 
difficult—although not impossible—for female figures to escape from the status of homo sacer 
to achieve sovereignty, or even political life. Those who do so are aided by their supernatural 
abilities; on the other hand, a supernatural monstrosity only compounds women’s association 
with the bodies that mark them as Other. In exploring how women, particularly supernatural 
women, have succeeded or failed to achieve sovereignty in both Arthurian chronicle and 
Arthurian romance, I have filled gaps in Agamben’s study of homo sacer as it pertains to 
medieval literatue, particularly relating to the nature of a gendered homo sacer and the overlap 
between the public/political and private/domestic. Although Agamben maintains a separation 
between the two realms, the literary works studied in this project demonstrate that they are 
connected by contemporaneous understandings of vassalage and patronage, as well as by the 
political nature of dynastic marriage. Fittingly, the relationships between the sovereign, the 
woman, and the supernatural in Arthuriana is full of indistinctions and liminalities, with 
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boundaries being drawn, traversed, and redrawn according to a given work’s themes and 
concerns. 
 Indeed, issues of boundaries and zones of indistinction are key to the historical context of 
each of the works studied here. Geoffrey of Monmouth composed the Historia Regum Britanniae 
in the midst of the Anarchy, which saw King Stephen and Empress Matilda competing for 
English sovereignty. Written during this conflict, reaching back to a British past on the border 
between England and Wales, it is no surprise that Geoffrey’s Historia seeks to set a precedent for 
an ideal sovereignty and that it deals with questions of outsiders and insiders, and how a national 
community defines itself.  It is also not surprising, with the prospect of a female sovereign on the 
horizon, that it raises questions about female sovereignty and about the roles women take on in a 
civilized society. This is the historical context that gave birth to the Arthurian legend, and its 
women have been grounds for anxiety and conflict in the narrative ever since. Marie de France’s 
Breton lais were also written at a time when women took positions of power in patronage 
relations in court in both England and France, a condition reflected in the lais along with an 
emphasis on liminality, again stemming from an author with dual national identities and a region 
pulled between competing French, English, and Celtic influence. Chaucer and the Gawain-poet 
wrote during the Hundred Years’ War, the Loathly Lady romances reflect their origins in 
contentious northern border regions, and Thomas Malory served on both sides of the Wars of the 
Roses. Naturally, the Arthurian legend appealed to these authors for its presentation of a fragile 
and ultimately destroyed stability and the grounds it provided to test values and ideals. The 
appeal of the legend of King Arthur has always been partly in nostalgia based in its 
representation of a past golden age and partly in the adjustment of that golden age to reflect the 
dangers, instabilities, and values of the author’s own time and place. With all this considered, it 
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is particularly interesting that the first two great post-medieval resurgences of literary interest in 
Arthurian material came in periods of relative stability under female sovereigns, a circumstance 
only imagined by Geoffrey of Monmouth come to life. The Elizabethan era brought forth 
Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, and the Victorian, most prominently, Alfred Lord 
Tennyson’s Idylls of the King.  
 The Faerie Queene is directly influenced by the reign of Queen Elizabeth I and the 
monarch herself in that it is dedicated to the Queen and its allegory presents her in various guises 
throughout. Most prominently, though, she is the Faerie Queene herself, Gloriana. Gloriana 
dwells at the heart of civilization in The Faerie Queene, the court from which all the quests 
dominating the majority of this epic poem originate. Every knight in The Faerie Queene 
undertakes his quest in Gloriana’s name, while she herself is fairly inactive. Arthur, on the other 
hand, is still a Prince, not yet a King, and he wanders errant just like all the other knights. The 
goal of his wandering is to find the Faerie Queene, whom he describes thus: 
She is the mighty Queene of Faerie, 
Whose faire retrait I in my shield to beare; 
She is the flowre of grace and chastitie, 
Throughout the world renowmed far and neare, 
My liefe, my liege, my Soueraigne, my deare, 
Whose glory shineth as the morning starre, 
And with her light the earth enlumines cleare; 
Far reach her mercies, and her prayses farre, 




To the extent that she sends knights on their quests, Gloriana could be said to have the power 
over life and death that constitutes Agambenian sovereignty, but without doubt, she holds 
political life, and she holds more power and authority at this point than Arthur does. He even 
calls her his sovereign. Arthur, on the other hand, is not yet a king—he must still prove himself. 
                                                 
1
 Edmund Spencer, The Faerie Queene, ed. Thomas P. Roche, Jr. and C. Patrick O’Donnell, Jr. (London: Penguin 
Books, 1987). All quotes from this edition. 
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He is neither sovereign nor homo sacer at this point; although he is wandering, he is not an exile, 
and he has a goal in mind: Gloriana herself. What is intriguing about Arthur and Gloriana in The 
Faerie Queene is that it is implied that he will become her man either as her lover/husband or 
vassal, and yet he is also still destined to become King of Britain. At the same time, there is no 
implication that Gloriana’s sovereignty would be eliminated or even diminished by Arthur’s 
ascension to the throne. His realm is separate from hers, for one thing, and there is no implication 
in the text that Gloriana is anything but a superior ruler. Spencer does not seem to argue that 
Gloriana would rule more competently with a man’s help. Together, though, they have the 
potential to create the type of sovereignty the Lady of the Lake imagined for Arthur when she 
gave him Excalibur along with its scabbard: a realm of blended male and female sovereignty, 
each complementing the other.  
 While The Faerie Queene presents an unquestioned female ruler, however, it also 
contains less flattering portrayals of the female supernatural, most notably the sorceress Duessa. 
It is fitting that a sorceress allegorically represents the reasons the supernatural is most feared: 
falsehood and duplicity. Indeed, Duessa enacts all the worst fears of any knight errant, 
manipulating the men around her with her sexuality and disguising through shapeshifting a true 
appearance that rivals any Loathly Lady. The description of her undisguised appearance 
indicates that she is bald, old, with rotten teeth and foul breath, dried breasts, scabby skin.
2
 
Spenser concludes,  
Her neather parts, the shame of all her kind, 
My chaster Muse for shame doth blush to write 
But at her rompe she growing had behind 
A foxes taile, with dong all fowly dight; 
And eke her feete most monstrous were in sight; 
For one of them was like an Eagles claw, 
With griping talaunts armd to greedy fight, 
                                                 
2
 Spenser, The Faerie Queene, I. VIII. 47. 
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The other like a Beres vneuen paw (I. VIII. 48). 
 
Duessa is the epitome of a monstrous female homo sacer, as the poem highlights by focusing 
first on her hybrid human-animal characteristics, making her reminiscent of the werewolves or 
giants in representing humanity distorted by elements of the wilderness, and on her sexuality. 
Duessa is decidedly possessed of outiszed desire and threatens to disrupt not just the lineages of 
the knights she encounters, but also their quests with her sexual favors. Unlike the Loathly 
Ladies, Duessa’s truly fowl appearance betrays a truly monstrous interiority. Duessa tries time 
and time again to use the knights around her to achieve sovereignty, even disguising herself as a 
sovereign, but she is always the monster instead. As with the women in the medieval Arthurian 
tradition, Duessa is inextricably bound to her body in its monstrosity and its excessive sexuality, 
each of which is connected to the other. It is key to note here that Gloriana, like Elizabeth I, is 
depicted as a virgin queen. She is able to be a female sovereign because she is disconnected from 
“dangerous,” supposedly outsized female sexuality. It is possible for Spencer to endorse a female 
sovereign, but not a female sovereign encumbered with all the associations the female body 
brings. 
 Tennyson’s Idylls of the King is dedicated not to Queen Victoria, but to the recently 
deceased Prince Albert, her husband. In spite of Victoria’s lengthy rule, there are no positive 
female sovereigns in the Idylls. Instead, Tennyson amplifies the distinction between the “bad 
woman,” exemplifying outsized sexuality, and the “good woman,” exemplifying chastity. The 
chaste women, such as Enid, are typically silenced. The unchaste, though, are responsible for the 
downfall of Arthur’s sovereignty altogether. Guinevere, although not supernatural, takes the 
brunt of the blame, but Nyneve—here rendered as “Vivien”—also plays her part in removing 
Merlin from political life. Unlike Malory’s Nyneve, though, Tennyson’s Vivien does not entrap 
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Merlin out of fear for her virginity; rather, it is quite the opposite. Vivien explicitly uses her 
sexuality and at least the illusion of outsized desire to manipulate Merlin into teaching her how 
to entrap him. The terms in which this takes place are described in extremely sexualized terms: 
she 
wrought upon his mood and hugged him close. 
The pale blood of the wizard at her touch 
Took gayer colours, like an opal warmed. 
... she called him lord and liege, 
Her seer, her bard, her silver star of eve, 
Her God, her Merlin, the one passionate love 
Of her whole life; and ever overhead 
Bellowed the tempest,  
...and in change of glare and gloom 
Her eyes and neck glittering went and came; 
Till now the storm, its burst of passion spent, 
Moaning and calling out of other lands, 
Had left the ravaged woodland yet once more 
To peace; and what should not have been had been, 
For Merlin, overtalked and overworn, 




Like Duessa, or even like Lady Bertilak, Vivien is a duplicitous seductress, whose excessive 
desire is a lie, but still a threat. Vivien is able to render Merlin homo sacer, but she does not go 
on to take his place as sovereign; in fact, she does not appear in the Idylls again following her 
entrapment of Merlin. She vanishes into the forest, the realm of the eternally monstrous 
enchantress. Although his queen does not have a counterpart in his Idylls, Tennyson there 
reflects both the fear of and the fascination with sex that characterized the Victorian era. 
Victorian medievalism does not allow for the liminality and indistinction that characterize actual 
medieval literature.  
 Today’s medievalism similarly distorts its medieval source material in its own way, 
typically through a pervasive misogyny masquerading as “historical accuracy.” The Arthurian 
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legend continues to be retold in a new way every decade or so; here I will examine two of the 
most recent Arthurian adaptations to film and television, the BBC’s Merlin (2008) and Guy 
Ritchie’s King Arthur: Legend of the Sword (2017). Merlin follows Merlin, Arthur, Morgana, 
and Guinevere as young contemporaries. The material is adapted to be suitable for a family 
audience, so very few characters in the show’s run can give the impression of outsized desire. 
The show does, however, set up a world in which those with magical abilities are explicitly homo 
sacer: King Uther has removed legal protection from anyone known to practice or exhibit signs 
of the supernatural, promptly executing those he deems guilty of sorcery. This creates a difficult 
situation for both Merlin and Morgana, who have innate magical abilities of the intellectual 
variety: Merlin primarily exhibits telepathy, while Morgana is a prophetess. Of the two, though it 
is only Morgana who becomes physically exiled; like her Malorian counterpart, she sets up a 
rival sovereignty to Arthur’s, but from the time of her exile from Camelot, Morgana is depicted 
as monstrous, her sanity tenuous, her intent murderous, her fashion sense gothic. Merlin never 
undergoes a similar process, retaining a place next to the sovereign; like his medieval 
counterpart, he is able to cross from homo sacer to sovereign, at least as long as he keeps the 
magic secret. At the same time, every single enchantress who appears in Merlin is out to disrupt 
the Pendragon sovereignty in some way. Merlin decouples the female body from these disruptive 
tendencies, but associates them with women, perhaps even with the female mind through the 
supernatural intellect instead. The defense that the majority of women in the medieval source 
material are malevolent is not really an adequate one, especially given that the show cast a Black 
actress to play Guinevere, and that in the final episode, following Arthur’s death, Gwen becomes 
sovereign queen. In its last minutes, Merlin envisions a benevolent female sovereignty, 
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presumably one under which the supernatural will cease to be homo sacer, but the audience 
never truly sees this alternative to the patriarchal sovereignty and viewpoint. 
 In King Arthur: Legend of the Sword, on the other hand, the only prominent female 
character to survive more than a few minutes of screentime is the one with supernatural abilities. 
The wives and daughters are killed, in some cases by their royal fathers or husbands as a 
sacrifice, creating uncertainty about whether this killing would be inside or outside the law 
(although certainly there is no punishment for it). The sex workers with him Arthur lives in the 
beginning are also depicted as subject to violence from men without warning or legal process. 
The woman who survives with political life intact has no name, but is called the Mage. She plays 
a key role in legitimating Arthur’s sovereignty with her supernatural abilities, but she has no 
identity apart from those abilities. The women in the film are defined and valued by their 
associations with men, not as individuals. It would be easy for Ritchie or the assorted 
screenwriters to argue that this is part of their gritty and supposedly realistic aesthetic. However, 
this dissertation proves that these depictions of women in relation to sovereignty and the 
supernatural are not products of the medieval period but, just as with Spenser’s and Tennyson’s 
adaptations, products of the context in which they were made. 
 In the medieval sources I examine in this dissertation, it is difficult for women to achieve 
sovereignty, even with supernatural aid, and this is often because of misogynist perceptions of 
the female body and intellect. At the same time, however, there are a number of women who do 
take on roles of sovereignty in both public and private contexts. The women who are able to do 
this tend to be those who embrace their liminality, who set up borders and then cross them, who 
dwell in zones of physical, geographical, or emotional indistinction. Medieval literature is full of 
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